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needs, and the situation of the people for whom it was 
The Good News that Jesus brought has 

and can be approached from many directions. many sides, 

of - - For some people, the message of the forgiveness 
the best news that they could possibl -r -

For others, the message of a loving Father God yh 
for th - k w o cares 
soci te and accepts those who have been rejected by 

e y od News. For others again who are o 
and_exploited, the message that God wili reverse 

order ' uplifting the oppressed _· e 
oppressors, will be Good News. ' and down the 

Jesus 
book of Isaiah. 

announced his mission by reading from the 

The Spirit of the Lord is upon me 
because he has chosen me to bring'good 
He h t news to the poor. 

as sen me to proclaim to the captives 
and recovery of sight to the blind, 
to set free the oppressed 

and tha43the time has come when the Lord will 
save people. . 

One does not proclaim libert to th -
of sight to th Y e or the recovery · e oppressed. Jesus spok t _ 
own language, in terms of their _e o their 
according to the d and 

nee s of those Th h. 
the proclamation of Christ- -t _ · e of 
shown that God still lanl y ln Thailand has 
situations It h shpeaks to people l.n their particular 

· as s own that the G 1 · -forgiveness of s- ospe lS Wl.der than the ln. 

. The missionaries who have come t 
Thal.land have believed that th . _ o northern 
proclaim. They had learned thoey message to 
their home countries con en of that message in 
learned the Thai to Thailand, and 

and pass it to th: T could translate the 
h1storical study has shown th t hal. people. But the 
northern Thai people received a ·tthe message that the 
th t t was no exactly the mes a he missionaries preached It h sage 
spiritual power and help that has the Good News of 
the message of salvation as the f - recel.ved, _rather than 

org1veness of Sl.n. 
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It is a basic pr-inciple of effective communication 
that one must begin where people are. If one e xpects others 
to understand a message , that message must be couched in 
language which they understand , using words with which they 
are familiar. In order to persuade people that a message is 
true and valid, one · must begin with what those people 
already believe ·is true . Then one must show that those 
beliefs that are already accepted entail the truth of the 
message one wants to present. I -f people do not accept the 
premises with which one begins, they are not likely to 
accept conclusions that are drawn f1rom those premises. 

The missionaries to Thailand assumed that they 
knew what the p1roblem of the Thai people was: the problem of 
sin. The missionaries also had the solution to that 
problem: the forgiveness of sin through the death o-f Jesus 
Christ . But they . were not able to persuade people that 
their solution was valid , because they did not start th 
the beliefs that the Thai people had themselves about their 
s i tuation. The Thai people were not convinced that the 
death of Jesus was the solution to all their problems 
because they were not convinced that the root cause of all 
their problems was sin. At least-, even if sin was a 
problem , it was certainly not the all - encompassing problem 

the missionaries said it was. 

The peoiJle became Christians did so, not so 
much because they \!'Jere convinced by what was said, but 
because of what they saw happening . They demonst1rations 
that God could meet particular problems, and it was these 
demonstrations which convinced them. People believed in the 
Christlan God when they, or members of their -Families, were 
cured of sicknesses. · Peop l e became convinced of the power 
of God when malicious spirits no longer bothered them. 
People accepted God's love when they themse'l ves experienced 
accept ance into Christian community. 

If tloe Gospel must be e><pressed ir, different ways 
for people in different situations , the Gospel cannot be 
presented as a simple statement transferred directly from 
one cultural situation to another . What a missionary has 
experienced of the Gospel in his o1r her situation in the 
homeland is not necessarily relevant to the people he or she 
has come to teach. If the Gospepl is related to people 's 
situations, then one must study those situation to know what 
is the Gospe l for those people . One must begin by ana lyzing 
what people believe are the problems they have, and the 
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needs they face. One must find out what their concerns are. 
Then, one can ask., does Christianity have anything to say 
about these situations? Is there Good News in Christianity 
for people facing these specific problems? Does the 
Christian faith relate to the concerns that people have? 

Students at Payap College, who completed a 
questionnaire in 1981, indicated that they were very 
concerned about injustice in the society. They were also 
concerned about finding work, and not having enough money. 
Interviev-Js in villages in northern Thailand conducted in 
the same year indicated that many villagers are concerned 
more about work than anything else. J"hey want opportunities 
to earn money so that they can buy the goods they want. 
Another major concern among both students and villagers 
was family life. ·Many people were concerned about conflict 
in famil.ies and tension in family relationships. 

What does Christianity have to say about these 
concerns? · Does it have any Good News to offer? More 
importantly, are Christians able to demonstrate a solution 
to these problems, or that they have resources for dealing 
with them? Are there resources v~i thin the Christian faith 
for dealing with problems of injustice and unemployment? 
Does Christianity have anything to offer with respect to 
patterns of famil y life? In terms of . the allegory at the 
beginning of this chapter , one may ask, are there other 
fruits which grow on the mountain of the Christian faith, 
which need to be cultivated and distributed? When it is 
clearly seen that Christianity has viable resources to help 
people to cope with the problems of their situation, then 
the Christian Gospel will be seen as Good News. 

The appeal of the Gospel in northern Thailand, 
particularly in the pioneer period, reminds one of the times 
of Jesus . People flocked to Jesus because they saw his power 
demonstrated in miracles . Jesus healed the sick, and fed 
the hungry. He exorcised malicious spirits, and touched and 
helped the untouchable lepers. That was a great start, and 
the people wanted to make Jesus king. But Jesus was not 
going in that direction. He was on the road to the cross. 
He called people to follow him, no't to positions of power and 
authority, but into sacrificial service . There were few of 
the people who were impressed by Jesus ' power who followed 
him to the cross. · 
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In northern Thailand, people who have become 
Christians have found that there is more to Christianity 
than the news of a powerful, spiritual lord who is willing 
to help in times of trouble. They have found that there is , 
in Christianity, a complete set of teachings about how they 
should live. Indeed, the theme of most sermons in northern 
Tllai churches is that Christianity describes how v~e should 
live from day to day, and how we should follow the will of 
God. Christians are reminded that God will help them if 
they rely on him. They will receive the benefits and 
blessings of follov~ God's teaching. 

l!Jorking out what it means to be a Christian is a 
continual pt~ocess . It is not possible to arrive at a final 
answer and be able to say that now we know what it means to 
be a Christian. The historical study_ has · shov~n that God's 
Good News comes to people in the it~ situations. God 
continues to speak. to Christians in their situations . Basic 
principles, such as the principles of loving God an~ lov~ng 
one's neighbour, have to be applied to different sltuatlons 
and circumstances. As Christians reflect on pt~oblems and 
potentialities of their circumstances, God leads them to 
change their situations, to deal with problems and to 
actualize potentialities. As situations change, so God 
speaks again in each new conte><t. 

The Christian life is often compared to a journey. 
This image illustrates the fact that the Christian life is 
not static, but is a continual process _of following God 
wi thtin the context in ~"Jhi.c h one finds oneself. Or, one can 
compare the church today with the· children of Israel in the 
desert. Under the leadership of !"loses, they had left Egypt. 
They had committed themselves to a. journey in which God 
would guide them. And God did guide them~ as a pillar of 
fire at night, and as a cloud during the day. But the 
cr1ildr-en of Israel had not yet entered the Promised Land. 
They could not relax and say that they were a.lt~eady there. 
Salvation was not yet complete. Each day, they had to 
follow wherever- God led them. 

Jesus spent three years teaching his disciples and 
leading them irtto nev~ ~"Jays of thinking and new ways of 
living . On the night before Jesus died, he told his 
disciples that he still had many things to 4~a.ch them~ but 
they could not take it all in at that time. He promlsed 
to send them the Holy Spirit who would continue the process 
of teaching, and who would lead the disciples to a fuller 
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understanding of the Christian faith and its implications 
for life. This process of teaching, under the guidance of 
the Holy Spirit, is still continuing in the church, 
Christians believe . The Christian way of life cannot be 
reduced to neat formulae , or to something like keeping the 
ten commandments: The Holy Spirit leads Christians as they 
examine -their situation and that of the people around them, 
and as they attempt to apply the resources of the people 
around them, and as they attempt to apply the resources of 
the Christian faith to those situations. 

In the terms of the allegory, one might say that 
the hoi y mountain of the Christian fa·i th must be explored. 
The mountain is too large for us to get to know all of it. 
But, in the process of exploration, the Holy Spirit will 
lead people to discover new fruits which grow on the 
mountain, which will bring healing to people. 

What it means to be a Christian in northern 
Thailand• is not only a matter of exploring the mountain of 
the Christian faith, but is closely related to the 
question how should Christians relate to non-Christians. In 
terms of the allegory, the question is how should the bread 
and cheese eaters relate to the rice eaters? 

Of the following four pictures, the first three 
reflect ways in which Christians have seen the Christian 
community in northern Thailand. Ir. the frist picture, the 
bread and cheese eaters are seen as the vanguard of a new 
movement. One day, everyone will give up eating rice, and 
will begin eating bread and cheese. This was the way that 
the missionaries of the pioneer period saw the Christian 
community in northern Thailand. The Thai Christip.ns were · 
the first of a movement in which the whole of northern 
Thailand would become Christian . The northern Thai 
Christians were to be tne first people to adopt the new 
civil i zed ways of living that went with Christianity . They 
were to be educated in Western fashi~n. They would use new 
Western medicines . They were to exhibit new standards of 
living. The missionaries believed that soon the r est of 
northern Thailand would follow these first converts. 

The vision of northern Thailand as a great 
Christian civili zation began to fade at the time of World 
War I. In the West , the war· itself shattered many illusions 
about the greatness of Western c ivilization. In northern 
Thailand, the church membership ceased to grow , and even 
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- from Christian families rejoined the Buddhist 
some chlldren h.l any of the products of Western · t Meanw 1 e, m t f 
communl y. b dopted without the accep ance o - -1· tion had een a ·t -
ClVl 1Za ' d f the Christian communl y ln . t. ity The 1 ea o 
Chrls lan ·. d the vanguard leading the way to a new orthern Thallan as .bl 
~hristian civilization v~as no longer plausl e. 

I the second picture, the bread and cheese eaters 
n s a select group. They have accepted the 

see themselves a b d and cheese while everyone else .f th t comes from rea ' . 
l1 e . a d . t The Chr-istian community sees 1 tsel f as a 
has reJecte 1 . ed from an evil society. They_witness to 
pure remnant, _sav b . d ' fferent and by belng separate 
their salvabon h ~y ise~.~~st~. They do not smoke or drink 
from the world ta~d sell on Sundays . .. They believe that they 
alcohC::l' or buy .. hi h moral standards, showing how . 
can w1tness by keeplng g 

1 
· The Christ1an 

different they are f~om mc::st peC::p e. · way does not 
community which visuallzes ltsel: ln. th~~t they go out 
ex ect to change the whole soc1~ty, converts and 

p 1 into the evil world to flnd ~ few 
re~ular y back into the fold of their l1 ttle group. They 
br1ng them . t but. perhapls they can save may not be able to save so~le y, 
a few individuals from soclety. 

It has been noted that John Sung :implicitly_ k of 
. t · in northern Thailand to th1n encouraged the Chrls lans t ho had been 

. . t f way as a remnan w themselves 1n thls sor 0 ' · t 1 for the 
. 1 ·ety It was na ura 

saved from an ~Vl _socl th. Thailand to adopt these Christian communlty ln nor ern t 

ideas. They had already separate~ thel_mtsyelg~~~pf:~~chh:as not 
. t · t They were a m1nor 

Buddh1s soc1e Y· . t· ly ,ittle impact on 
growing, and which was havlngdc~m~a:~yl~~ Ju~tifying their 
society as a whole. They nee e _ and of explaining why 
separation from the rest of soclety These sorts of ideas 
they were different from other people. . task 

ated remnant whose maJor of the church as a pure, separ k b ~-ef visits into 
is to keep themselves pure and to ma e rl - t tho 
the evil world in order to bring back others ln t~ ~Thai 
Christian community still exists among some nor ern 
Christians today. 

But there is a third picture which is implicit in 
Christia~s in northern Thailand today. the thinking of some le see bread and cheese 

In terms of the allegory, these peop .l food that 
as an alternative to rice and not necessarl Y a 

Bre~d and cheese is better and_more 
should replace rice. to enjoy it, but rice 1s also tasty for those ~o~ho have come 
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a life-giving food. The Christian community is an 
alternati~e to the Buddhist community. Both Christianity 
and Buddhlsm are good religions , and both teach their 
followers _ to 4~ve good lives. Both religions point the way 
to salvatlon. The two religions are alternative routes 
to the same terminus. The Christians ~·Jho think this way mav 
describe Christian~ ty as a highet~ and better route , but they 
would not agree Wlth those who see the Buddhists as people 
who are "lost". 

There is another picture that Jesus used to 
describe his followers. He said that they should witness by 
doing good work: by their fruits they would be known . Jesus 
did not _mean that Christians should witness just by being 
pure, dlfferent from others, and by keeping high moral 
standards. That was the way the Pharisees did things. They 
kept themselves pure , and made sure that other people saw 
them that way. Jesus meant that Christians should bear 
fruits by serving other people, particularly the poor the 
lame, the blind, the oppressed, and others who couid not 
repay. By cui tivating the fruit of the Christian life 
which is shared with the whole community. Christians can ' 
make . life better for other people. It is when people 
experlence the concern that Christians demonstrate that they 
have for one anothet~, that they 1'\li 11 praise God . 

Bread and cheese are not the only foods which 
grow on the mountain of the Christian faith . There at~e many 
fruits Which can be cultivated, which will give sustenance 
to the hungry and healing to the sick. These other fruits 
need to be .cultivated and distributed. There are many 
resour~es ln the Christian faith which need to be developed, 
and ~'\lhlc h can help to give life to peop 1 e in nort hern 
Thailand. Christians have a responsibility to share with 
the wider society the resources that they have been given. 
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