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" Accepting the Christian Faith in Thailand

In September 1996, the author along with a class of students conducted a survey of the seminary students at
the McGilvary Faculty of Theology, the theological seminary of the Church of Christ in Thailand. (The
Church of Christ in Thailand is the largest Protestant denomination in Thailand, and, in the north of
Thailand has been influenced more by Presbyterianism than any other tradition.) The focus of the survey
was evangelism. Theresults, if found to be representative of the larger population, would have significant
implications for mission and evangelismin Thailand, and are suggestive of concernsin other places.

Prior to the survey, the students par-

ticipated in some general discussion
of evangelism in Thailand. They
made some observations about what
might make it hard for Thai people
to accept the Christian faith, and
what might bethe positiveinfluences
on those who did accept thefaith.

The studentsassisted in developing
aquestionnairewhichwascirculated
to the students at the seminary ask-
ing about their own experiences of
becoming Christian and those fac-
tors which have been helpful or
problematic in being a Christian.
Questionnaireswere collected from
about half the seminary students.
Thiswas not avery good sample,
but sufficient for the purpose of
learning something about research
methodsand for producing somein-
teresting ideasfor further study and
reflection.

One of the questions was about the
various barriers to be-

of the studentssaid that it wasthe
most significant barrier for them.
Anather 45 percent indicated that
it was a very significant barrier.
Thus, nearly two-thirds of al the
students expressed considerable
concern.

The fact that ‘Christianity’ was
Western, or might be seen that
way in Thailand, was not such a
problem. Some of the students
suggested that this was because
the seminary students knew that
Christianity wasnot, infact, origi-
nally Western.

It was interesting that problems
of opposition from family and
friends, or problemswith the na-
tureof Christian belief itself were
not nearly as significant as barri-
ers as the fact Christianity was
‘not Thai’. It is aso interesting
that although thisissue was men-
tioned by both students who had

grownupin Christianfamiliesand
by thosewho had grown up in Bud-
dhist families, it was considerably
more significant among those who
had been Buddhists of whom 100
percent rated it as asignificant or
very significant barrier to them.

If this result is indicative of Thai
peoplegeneraly, it meansthat one
focus for Thai Christian
apol ogetics should beto deal with
thisissue. Indeed, it may be some-
thing that every part of the church
needsto address: in forms of wor-
ship, in patterns of faith, in proc-
esses of administration. The
incarnational principle is deeply
rooted in the Christian tradition:
that God comes to us in human
form, and within specific cultural
contexts. Paul put it thisway: we
should be all thingsto all people,
in order that we might win some!

coming, or remaining,
aChristianin Thailand.

We put beforethe semi-
nary students ten pos-

Barriers to Christian Faith among Seminary Students
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siblebarriersand asked
them to rate how sig-
nificant each of onehad
been for them.

Obstacles to
becoming a
Christian

The most significant
barrier among the stu-
dents was the fact that
Christianity was ‘not
Thai’. Thirteen percent
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Poor Examples

Another significant
barrier for many of
the students was that
they were aware of
many people who
claimed to be Chris-
tians but set bad ex-
amples, or were not
seen as showing
Christianlove. Forty-
five percent of all stu-
dents said that this
wasavery significant
or themost significant
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This barrier was not

quite asgreat among the students
who had grown up in Buddhist
families as among those from
Chrigtian families. Buddhist fami-
lies would not be so aware, per-
haps, of Christians ‘ setting a bad
example'. However, asthe sam-
ple of students from Buddhist
backgrounds was small, the dif-
ferenceswerenot statistically sig-
nificant.

The problem was given a higher
rating among younger students
than among older ones. Perhaps,
older students, with their wider ex-
perienceof life, were more accept-
ing of peoplewho did not live up
to the standards expected of them.

This barrier to belief was rated
considerably higher thanissuesof
the nature of Christian belief it-
self, or opposition from family or
friends. Itisanother reminder that
inthe processesof evangelism, the
example of Christians remains a
very significant influence.

Friendship and
Evangelism

Two percent of the students said
that opposition from friends had
been the most significant obsta-
cle in becoming a Christian and

another 36 percent said it wasvery
significant as a barrier. However,
friends could aso have a positive
influence.

Another question asked about the
influences in becoming Christian.
Themost widdy affirmed influence
among the seminary studentswere
persona experiencesof God'slove.
Among thewiderange of other in-
fluencesto which they pointed were
‘friends . 24 per cent of the students
said friends were the most signifi-
cant influence on them becoming
Christian or remaining Christian,
and another 68 per cent said friends
werevery significant. (It should be
noted that the studentsfound it gen-
erally hard to choose one or two
influences which were ‘most sig-
nificant’, oftenidentifyinguptoten
influences 'most significant'.)

One hundred per cent of those stu-
dents who had grown up in Bud-
dhist families rated ‘friends' asa
very important or the most impor-
tant influence, compared with 66
percent of those who had grown up
in Christian families.

‘Friends' isamajor factor in peo-
plebecoming Christianin northern
Thailand - both positively and
negatively. If people find opposi-

tion from their friends to becom-
ing Christian, they are far less
likely to do so. On the other hand,
friendship can be a very positive
influence in bringing people into
the Christian faith.

One of the students recounted her
own experience in class. She had
grownupinaBuddhist family. One
of her friends had had amajor part
in her becoming a Christian. On
theother hand, in so doing, shelost
alot of her former friends.

Effective evangelism is not just a
matter of teaching about faith.
Forming and devel oping Christian
community in which people can
build positivefriendshipsisavery
important factor. In Australia, the
parish where | worked developed
astudent accommaodation scheme
for rural students studying in the
city. We find that most of the stu-
dentsdevel oped strong friendships
with the other studentsin the four
houses we operated. We worked
hard to maintain a Christian ethos
inthe scheme. Many studentscame
into the church through that
scheme. It has been the most ef-
fective evangelistic program the
church hashad, certainly withinthe
last twelve years. Providing the
opportunity and encouragement for
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the development of appropriate
friendships has been the key.

Personal Experience of
God’s Love and Power

Of fifteen items suggested to stu-
dents as influences on being a
Christian, the most important was
experiences of God's love. Per-
sonal experience appearedin sev-
eral other parts of the survey. 38
per cent of the students said that
an experience in which they had
been healed had been themost im-
portant influence on them. 23 per
cent indicated that the experience
of seeing someone else healed had
been the most important influence
on them. Between 75 and 80 per
cent of the students said that ex-
periencesof healing wereeither the
‘most important’ or ‘very impor-
tant’ among theinfluencesonthem
becoming or remaining Christians.

Thai peoplewant to see* evidence

of the power of God. Thereis a
widespread interest in miraclesfor
asimilar reason. They expect God
towork inwayswhichwill beevi-
dent. 38 percent of the students
said they had had an experience
of something miracul ous happen-
ing to them, such asbeing healed
in away they did not expect, sev-
eral times. Another 25 per cent of
students said it had happened to
them once. 34 per cent of students
said it had not happened to them.

Twenty-five years ago claims of
miracleswere often considered to
be a barrier to faith, or even an
embarrassment. Many Western
theologians and Biblical teachers
sought to explain away miracles.
But the tide has swung, not only
in Thailand, but in many placesin
the world. Even outside the
church, there is awidespread in-
terest in para-normal phenomena
of al types. Miraclesareno longer
problematic for many younger
people. They want to see, and ex-

pect to see, God at work. It isin-
dicative of some very substantial
changesin the waysin which peo-
pleview theworld.

Church Life and Its
Evangelistic Impact

The second and third most impor-
tant influences on people becom-
ing or remaining Christian were
Sunday School’” and ‘worship’. 40
percent of the students said that
‘Sunday School” wasthe most im-
portant influence on them, and 36
percent said that ‘worship’ was.

For studentswho had grownupin
a Buddhist background, Sunday
School was not so important, al-
though 50 percent of these students
il said it was ‘the most impor-
tant’ or ‘very important’ influence
on them. 66 percent of those who
had grown up as Buddhists indi-
cated that worship was ‘the most
important’ or ‘very important’ for
them.

It wasvery interesting that, in com-
parison, other explicitly evangelis-
tic programs, such as activities as
school, or crusades, had had little
impact. 17 percent of studentssaid
Crusadeswerethe most important’
influence and 13 percent said
‘school’ was. Out of atotal of 15
influences put before the students
inthequestionnaire, crusades came
in at number 12, and school at
number 13 in comparison with
other influences. Thisisdespitethe
fact that school, university, and
city-wide Christian evangelicstic
crusades are frequently organised
by the Thai church.

While crusades or special evange-
listic events may have animpact at
the time when they occur, looking
back, the students were more con-
scious of the continuing impact of
church life, of worship, Sunday
School, and Bible studies. Single
events, it seemed, did not have

much importance in their own
right. While some denominations
place a great deal of emphasis on
specia ‘once in alife-time’ con-
version experiences, such experi-
encesdo not seemto havethe same
meaning in Thailand.

When the students were asked if
there had ever been a specia time
when they had committed their
livesto Christ, 68 percent said they
had done so several times, 19 per-
cent once, and 13 percent never but
had grown gradually in the faith.
Theseresults suggest that commit-
ment often is seen as part of the
process of deepening one's spir-
itual liferather than theideaoften
associated with repentance of
‘turning right around’.

Thoseeventswhich seek to encour-
age 'conversion' have less impact
than worship, Sunday School and
Bible studies, and becoming part
of aChristian community. It would
be most interesting to know how
many people make acommitment
at a Crusade, but fail to take faith
any further. Every person needson-
going support infaith, not least the
person who has just made a com-
mitment of faith. Friendswho draw
other peopleinto theon-going life
of the church are probably more
significant evangelistically than
large crusades.

The Impact on Faith of
Parents and School

In the survey conducted among
Thai seminary studentsin Septem-
ber 1996, one of the most strongly
affirmed influences on faith was
that of the parents. 70 percent of
the students said that their moth-
ers were the ‘most important’ in-
fluence on their becoming Chris-
tian or remaining Christian, and
another 17 percent said their moth-
erswere‘very important’. 60 per-
cent claimed that their fatherswere
‘most important’, another 13 per-
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cent said their fathers were ‘very important’. The influence
of parents was second only to that of the personal experi-
ences of God'slove and to thelife of the church in worship
and Sunday Schaol.

Interestingly, parents were also important among the few
studentswho had grown up as Buddhists and had converted
to Christianity. One hundred percent of the students who
had been Buddhist said their mothers were very important
or themost important influences, and 75 percent of students
previously Buddhist said their fatherswere most or very im-
portant.

There are severa interpretations. Oneisthat many students
became Christian because their parents did so. When they
were young, their parents were also Buddhists. The family
converted as a family. Another possibility is that parents
wereseen asinfluential, perhapsencouraging the childrento
explore the Christian faith even while remaining Buddhist
themselves. A third possibility is that parents converted to
Christianity following their children, and thus became a
source of encouragement.

Whatever the interpretation, these results confirm that par-
entsdo haveagreat deal of influenceon their children. While,
inWestern countries, itiscommon for childrento go through
atimerebellion and devel op values and attitudes which are
deliberately opposed to those of their parents, they often re-
turnto thevaluesand attitudes of their parentsin later years.
These resultsreaffirm theimportance of churchesgiving sup-
port to family life, and, in particular, hel ping parentsto en-
courage the development of faithin their children.

Conclusion

This survey was conducted only among a small number of
people, al of whom had a strong commitment to the Chris-
tian faith. Some of the results may not apply to the wider
church, or to people of other age groups. However, the re-
sults suggest some ideas which might well be tested more
widely.

How best can the church in Thailand conduct evangelism?
According to these results, it must put its effortsinto build-
ing a community where the worship is meaningful, where
theleaders set good examples, and where the parents of chil-
dren encourage their children to grow in faith. It must seek
to develop expressions of faith which are definitely ‘ Thai’,
and perhapswill need to consciously move away from some
of the Western forms its currently uses to affirm that God
equally be found within the Thai context. It must help peo-
pleto experience God'sloveand power intheir lives. It would
be most interesting to discover how comparable might be
results from other locations.
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