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INTRODUCTION

The Thai academic Ubolwan Mejudhon submitted her dissertation, “The Way of Meekness: Being Christian and Thai in the Thai Way” and was awarded her doctorate in 1997. It remains a model and thorough examination of the problems Christian missionaries faced when trying to spread the teachings of Christianity in Thailand.

Despite its long title – not untypical given university guidelines on thesis submission – it is a well-researched work. The list of references cited is itself ten pages long.

Meekness in Thai Culture is a commentary on her thesis and attempts to put some of the necessarily academic jargon into layman’s language. Her title is a little unfortunate as her work is really about how cultural and lifestyle differences between Thailand and the West affected the Christian missionaries work in Thailand. 

What is significant about Ubolwan’s writing is that it reinforces and confirms the importance of understanding that Thailand’s culture is not the same as that of the West. Her purpose was to analyse, highlight those differences, and show that the failure of the early Christian missionaries in Thailand was due to their lack of that cultural awareness. These were lessons that the early missionaries failed to grasp to any degree. Dr Bradley, (1804-1873), one of the most notable of the early preachers, made just one convert.

Although Ubolwan had to write in an academic style, she does include some personal experiences. Her references to Carol Hollinger’s classic, “Mai Pen Rai Means Never Mind,” are an excellent introduction to the differences between the Thai and western ways of life making her ideas on the Thai way of meekness livelier and strengthening her main arguments.

Thailand Take Two, A Thailand Diary, and Escape to Thailand can be read alongside Meekness in Thai Culture because all four books look at Thai lifestyles and how they are so dissimilar from our own. All four come to the same conclusion: that Thailand is a fascinating country in which to travel and live if the distinctive mind-sets of the Thai and the farang (white foreigner) are understood.

Ubolwan examines the difficulties and frustrations that Buddhist Thais experience while learning about Christianity from missionaries. She is critical, as we can see below, of the methods they sometimes used. Mainly, their misunderstanding of Thai “culture” or lifestyle.

Her thesis is that there are several factors that must be addressed by anyone trying to teach or influence people of another culture. In short, understand the society in which you find yourself and integrate into that way of life. Her writing is, therefore, useful for both the missionary and the Westerner living in or visiting Thailand.

She identifies a number of what she calls Thai characteristics. They are in fact very similar to the list of the concepts and attitudes that influence the character, thought processes, and way of life of the Thai that are discussed on Matt Owens Rees’ books on Thailand. She is using different words because she is writing academically and in a different context but she describes precisely the same factors that Matt has identified: the ideas of no conflict, face, family, the strict class structure, mai pen rai, etc.

Ubolwan’s dissertation is worthy of study in its own right by anyone wanting an in-depth examination of how Christianity has and should be taught in Thailand. She builds up her arguments from a number of different angles and perspectives. 

We will not attempt to discuss all her views in detail here. The dissertation is just over 400 pages! Nevertheless, we will make comments and observations on the points she raises while drawing comparisons with the topics that we develop in the various chapters of Thailand Take Two.

“The Way of Meekness: Being Christian and Thai in the Thai Way” by Ubolwan Mejudhon is archived by The E Stanley Jones School of World Mission and Evangelism, Asbury Theological Seminary.

THE BASIC THESIS

Dr Ubolwan claims that Thai meekness is an essential part of Thai culture. She talks of power through weakness. She talks of inter-dependence within the family and community.

We have been singing to the same hymn sheet, if you pardon the religious metaphor. While Ubolwan writes of meekness, we write about mai pen rai, the attitude of mind that turns the other cheek and claims that problems and disappointments in life are not always that gloomy and significant. She writes of avoiding conflict and touches on the important subjects of the class system, face, and family values. They are familiar Thai qualities that readers of Thailand Take Two and A Thailand Diary will already recognise.

When she refers to power through weakness, she is explaining how in the long run the attitudes of no conflict and mai pen rai can win through. And the Thai can “win through” because of the support that comes from family and community in Thailand. It is a sense of camaraderie and belonging with all the potency which that brings.

She says that by being meek, humble, and gentle one can keep self-esteem and still achieve one’s goals. Values and pride are kept intact. Their Thai meekness can win through.

She has explained Thai meekness in this way:

“The Thai believe that giving in first for later victory is a sign of inner strength, courage, and wisdom because power comes through weakness.”

Thais try to get the best they can for themselves and others in the family and community. They replace arguing with flattery and persuasion while obeying the unwritten rules of hierarchy. They accept compromise and never ruffle people’s feathers unnecessarily. They are content with their position in society and readily accept the cards they have been dealt in life. By doing this, they believe they have power over their lives.

Thais seem to acknowledge that some people are better than they are and others are not. Whatever the demerits of that non-western view, it is a stabilising factor in Thai society. Life appears well ordered. In the West, we have rights, entitlements, and there is a notion of fair play and equality. We take for granted the concepts of free speech and democracy. We believe that education and welfare provision should be available to all. A Thai accepts what he gets. He accepts his karma. That must have made the work of converting to Christianity very difficult for the early missionaries.
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