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In Thailand, healing is more than medicine—it is a gathering of soul, spirit, and community. The Sookwan ceremony, known as “the calling of the soul,” is a centuries-old tradition practiced across Thai and Lao cultures, rooted in the belief that the human soul can become dispersed or weakened during times of trauma, transition, or distress.

This book—Calling the Soul: The Sookwan Ceremony—is part of the Sacred Thai series, which explores the spiritual and cultural dimensions of ghosts, beliefs, and rituals across Thailand. While the previous volume focused on funerary rites and the transition between life and death, this installment turns inward—toward the living soul, and the sacred ritual designed to call it back into wholeness.

Through cultural insight, narrative case studies, and psychological reflection, Calling the Soul introduces readers to the philosophy, structure, and emotional power of the Sookwan ceremony. Whether performed for a child recovering from illness, a migrant returning home, or a survivor of deep trauma, Sookwan is a collective act of remembrance, reintegration, and spiritual restoration.

For scholars, healers, and readers drawn to the interplay of ritual and emotion, this book offers a respectful and immersive look into one of Southeast Asia’s most intimate healing practices—where threads are tied, chants are sung, and the soul is gently returned to its rightful place.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 1: Introduction to Sookwan
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The Concept of the Soul
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In the vast tapestry of human belief and tradition, the soul emerges as one of the most profound and enigmatic concepts. It is a thread that binds diverse cultures and philosophies, each weaving its intricate design into the understanding of existence. The soul, often described as an immutable essence, serves as the core of individuality and consciousness, bridging the earthly and the transcendent realms.

Philosophical and Cultural Significance

The concept of the soul holds a significant place in many traditions, transcending geographical boundaries and historical epochs. From ancient philosophers to spiritual leaders, the soul has been a focal point of curiosity and reverence. Its significance, albeit varied across cultures, universally underscores a connection to a larger cosmic order, an interconnected web of life and energy that transcends the mere physicality of beings.

In Western philosophy, the soul has been the subject of profound reflection. Plato, the ancient Greek philosopher, conceptualized the soul as the immortal essence, the seat of wisdom and justice, a divine element temporarily housed within the human body. This dualistic view, juxtaposing the eternal soul against the transient flesh, has influenced countless philosophical discourses, insisting on the soul's journey of purification and its eventual return to the realm of ideas.

Contrastingly, the Eastern philosophies often present the soul as an integral, non-dualistic part of the universe. In Hinduism, the concept of 'Atman' reflects the individual soul, a spark of the universal consciousness or 'Brahman'. Here, the soul's purpose is liberation, achieving 'moksha' through the realization of unity with the cosmos. Buddhism, which closely intersects with Hindu beliefs, approaches the soul from a different perspective. The 'Anatta' doctrine refutes a permanent soul but emphasizes a continuum of consciousness shaped by karma and rebirth, seeking enlightenment to break free from the cycle of suffering.

The indigenous traditions of Africa, too, offer unique insights into the soul. Many African spiritual systems view the soul as multifaceted, existing in harmony with ancestors, nature, and the spirit world. These perspectives manifest in rituals and practices that honor cyclical time and communal belonging, with the soul seen as a perpetuator of traditions and a bridge to the spiritual world.

Cultural Interpretations and Practices

Understanding the diverse interpretations of the soul enriches our comprehension of Sookwan, a ceremony steeped in profound cultural significance. In the Theravada Buddhist tradition, which prominently practices Sookwan, the ceremony is a reflection of kindness, mindfulness, and respect for the spiritual and emotional wellbeing of individuals. It epitomizes a holistic approach to life, attending not only to physical needs but also nurturing the soul, encouraging balance and harmony in a world often perceived as chaotic.

The essence of Sookwan can be traced back to its roots in Thai and Lao cultures, where it is commonly known as the "Calling of the Soul" ceremony. In these traditions, the soul is not confined to a single, immutable form; instead, it comprises multiple 'khuans' or vital energies that require periodic gathering and restabilization. Sookwan acts as a ritualistic framework for restoring equilibrium, particularly during times of transition or distress.

Illustrative Examples Across Traditions

A comparison across various belief systems reveals how the concept of the soul shapes practices such as Sookwan. For example, the Sufism tradition within Islam reverently addresses the soul ('Ruh') as a divine element. Sufi practices involve spiritual exercises and rituals intended to purify and elevate the soul, resonating with Sookwan's aim of realigning and invigorating spiritual energies.

Likewise, in the Native American tradition, the vision quest serves a similar purpose to Sookwan, emphasizing a connection to the spiritual realm and introspection to understand one's path and essence. The quest reaffirms spiritual strength and insight, paralleling the Sookwan ceremony's emphasis on mindfulness and inner peace.

Shaping the Practice of Sookwan

The myriad perspectives on the soul across cultures serve to enrich our understanding of Sookwan and its importance. Sookwan is not merely a ceremony; it represents a living tradition that adapts and evolves, retaining its core tenet of nurturing the soul amidst life's fluctuations. It encompasses a collective ethos of compassion, kinship, and spiritual enrichment, resonating with individuals from diverse backgrounds who seek healing and harmony.
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