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Ancestral Practices and Their Impact on Christian Outreach
in Northeast Thailand
by Wolfgang Sue

Introduction

I live among the Isan (sometimes spelled Isaan) people in Northeast
Thailand, where I am involved in Church planting and evangelism. Many
Isan come to church regularly, participating in worship and church
activities, but once they enter the workforce or return to their families,
they leave all Christian involvement behind and reengage in some folk
Budddist practices, which include venerating ancestors. This scenario is
prevalent in churches that work in a university environment but is also
noticeable in other congregations. Could neglecting ancestral practices
in the church be a possible reason for the poor retention of new believers?
Ancestral practices should be considered in the liturgy of the Christian
Church in Isan.

While the dominant religion in Isan is Buddhism, the whole belief
system is animistic. Animism is a ‘belief in personal supernatural beings
such as gods, spirits, and ghosts’, which can inhabit inanimate objects
such as trees, rocks and houses.! The animist sees their world as being
ruled by many spiritual forces. Sickness is often explained as being
caused by a spirit, and a crop failure may be due to an angry ancestor. >
This view can instil fear into their lives. Therefore, one approach to
overcome the inherent power of these forces is for the animist to search
for stronger powers to overcome the adverse effects of these spirits in his
life. There are other ways of dealing with evil spirits, such as ‘merit-
making’ (doing good to counteract evil) and performing various rituals
to appease these spirits. Out of fear, many people seek comfort by
visiting fortune tellers to know the future, buying amulets to ward off
bad luck or making offerings to the spirits. Due to the desperation
implicit in these approaches, animistic practices and beliefs can also
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open the door to gaining faith in Jesus Christ because animistic people
are very aware of the spiritual confrontations that are going on around
them and so seek resolutions.

There are observations in the literature regarding ancestral practices
available, but all literature is written from an academic perspective, often
from a western worldview. Almost all communities that are unreached
with the gospel message at this time are oral societies that do not have
the skills to write articles on important issues. A current first-hand
opinion on this subject, delivered in written form, is generally not
available. I am continuing to research this subject and intend to interview
ordinary Isan people to extract their true heart feelings towards their
ancestors and the many ancestral practices in the future.

Background

The law of karma is another overruling and determining dogma in
Buddhism, quickly explained as "do good, receive good; do evil, receive
evil."3 People are generally aware of their karma, and "merit-making"
improves karma. Misfortune in life seems a result of bad karma. They
also believe in rebirth in the form of humans, animals or spirits.
According to Buddhist teaching, the souls of the deceased will progress
to one of the six heavens or go to hell. Neither heaven nor hell is seen as
a permanent place in Thai Buddhism.* Buddhists believe in the cycle of
death and rebirth until they are liberated through the framework of
Samsara and Nirvana.® This concept is known in Isan, but according to
my observation Isan people generally do not believe they can ever reach
Nirvana. The Isan community exists of many people living in family
groups, including the living and the dead. Merit can be transferred from
the living to the dead.® Merit is shared within communities; 'merit-
making' becomes essential not just for the person making merit (tam bun)
but also for the person receiving the merit. Making merit is vital for all
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the ancestors, regardless if they are still living or are already deceased.
Isan people have a concept of merit transfer, which becomes apparent as
most Thai men are ordained as monks. Thai men live in a temple for a
short period (often only one to three months) to enable the transfer of
merit to their parents, especially their mother.”

The Living and the Dead

The concept of the living and the dead existing together is necessary
to understand. The dominating belief regarding ancestors is the
conviction that the spirits of the deceased ancestors are still present and
are required to be looked after. Many believe that the relationship
between the living and the dead is continuously interactive.® Thais are
cremated at the temple, which is seen as the abode of the dead.” Many
ancestral spirits live on the temple grounds. Some widows in Isan
villages bring food to the temple every day to feed the spirit of their
deceased husbands. The monks will chant while they perform the "asaavi"
(kruatnam) ritual'® to make the offered food available to the spirits of the
deceased.

A significant issue is that no one can explain where the dead are
going after leaving their earthly abode. They fear that the ancestral spirits
could be angry and the spirits could come back and haunt the living. The
spirits could remember something in the past that displeased them, and
they may seek revenge. Many Isan people make a shrine on an elevated
shelf in the house. This shelf usually displays a picture of some deceased
family members and a small Buddha statue. They usually place some
offerings of food, flowers, drinks or candles on the shelf daily or
frequently. The shelf has an important place within the house—it is
where food is offered to deceased relatives, especially to husbands by
the widows. The belief is that if food is not given to the deceased
relatives, the relatives will go hungry and may become troubled.
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Ancestral Practices as Traditional Ceremonies

David Lim presumes that ancestral venerations are not idolatrous in
nature but are non-religious, cultural celebrations that fit into a
communitarian worldview.!! Lim concludes that ancestors are not gods
and are never seen as deities when they are honoured by their
descendants. It is impossible for most people experiencing life with an
Eastern worldview to separate the seen and the unseen, the material and
the spiritual world. Spirits are always present with the living. Religion in
China (and in Isan) is interwoven into all family and social life areas.
Religion becomes interwoven with the culture, making most rituals and
ceremonies religious - cultural events.

Lim cites'? that indigenous celebrations can be given a new
Christian content. This includes using indigenous ways of worship and
ceremony that will contribute to and enrich the unity of the believers in
Christ and will be more likely to find acceptance than foreign forms and
rituals.'® The Apostle Paul states in Colossians 1:20 that God reconciled
everything to himself, which gives Christians the potential to bring
societies that venerate ancestors into a universal understanding of Jesus.
The abundant love of our Father God, our most significant ancestor, will
draw people to himself. Christ can feel at home within all cultures and
languages to give Christianity the flavour of local people's hearts and
language.'* Lim concedes that believers must remember ancestors with
all their hearts and even honour them more than unbelievers do'’ in an
Asian cultural context.

Remembering Ancestors

According to Wonsuk Ma ancestral practices are a struggle for the
Asian church. The church's attitude towards these practices shows where
the individual church stands in its own culture.'® If honouring ancestors
is not worship but cultural practice, could the church fulfil the fifth
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commandment (honour your father and your mother) by honouring
parents through appropriate ceremonies?!”

Their spirits, who live around the house compound or local temple,
can become angry if they are not well looked after. This emotion of anger
can cause many problems.'® When suffering occurs or persists, the
ancestral spirits are often blamed, especially if the family does not care
sufficiently for them. To appease the spirits is a principle daily
responsibility for the older members of the family in order for the family
not to get hurt and to have good fortune. From a biblical perspective, Ma
& Ma states that there are no ancestor spirits but instead many demons
who can act as ancestors. This concept needs to be taught from Scripture
so that “God will completely replace the ancestors in their allegiance.”
The power of our God is far above the power of any of these spirits.”

Replacing Old Ways

Kosuke Koyama states that Christianity will never replace
Buddhism in Thailand. Instead of replacement, one should look at
'mutual enrichment.?’ The roots of Buddhism or animism are too strong
to disappear altogether. Charles Kraft underlines this concept and
explains:

Jesus spoke of our faith as a seed, not a tree. We have often
taken full-grown trees to other peoples, trees that were at home
in their native soil but are out of place in the new context. What
Jesus meant by picturing our faith as a seed is that the tree or
bush that springs from that seed do not look like it came from
another place. It is chosen to serve inside, nourishing the new
soil and water. It is meant to look like it belongs.?!
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Ancestral Spirits

The Isan predominantly follow the animistic customs and beliefs of
their forbears. Kevin Hovey posits that for the animist, the spirit world
is part of "this world", while the westerner sees the spirit world as part
of the "other world."??

Hovey suggests that western attitudes are reinforced by the Bible
prohibiting communication with the dead.?®* Hovey claims that ancestors
are living members of their community who interrelate with the living.
Offerings are given to extend the human relationship with the deceased.?*
Unless missionaries come to a greater understanding of ancestral
practices and find more realistic and creative solutions, traditional
practices will be pushed underground and not evaluated from the
knowledge of the Word of God.

Can Ancestral Practices Disappear?

Ancestral spirits that come into existence after a traumatic death,
such as after accidents or unexpected death through sickness (e.g.
deceased children), will be believed to cause more problems and
difficulties for the living. These ancestral spirits are furious, so more
rituals are necessary to appease them.? In Isan, anyone who dies a tragic
death, like in a car accident, is not usually cremated in the temple but
buried in the forest outside the village area.”® The Isan people attribute
accidental and unforeseen deaths to the work of malicious spirits.
According to the belief of the Isan, that the spirits of the deceased are
still present in the village, these malicious spirits are not welcome in the
village and the village temple. So deceased people who harbour these
spirits are buried outside of the village.

Understanding the Animist
Like Ma, Hovey and Rheenen, Kraft also sees different perceptions

of the living and the dead as a significant problem in interacting with
people from the East and the West. These differences lead to
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communication problems. It is the purpose of teaching to shift the
allegiance from the ancestor to God. The ultimate power source may well
come from God, who should be seen as the most powerful ancestor. Jesus
can be seen as the supreme ancestor who deals on our behalf with God.
Instead of talking with the ancestors, the animist can now talk with
Jesus.”

Hiebert talks about critical contextualisation, an important tool for
dealing with various rituals and ceremonies. The first step is to
understand people and not criticise them.?® As one person eats, the food
will be shared with everyone, including the ancestors. They should be
informed of any changes and be part of any capital that changes hands,
for example, during a wedding. Leaving the ancestors out of these
celebrations is a great sin against the immediate and the extended family.
Everyone is fearful that the ancestors may become angry; the community
will have regular ceremonies to pacify them.?

If missionaries eliminate traditional ceremonies from a people group,
they extract power, which will lead to a powerless Christianity.
Indigenous people perform celebrations secretly so as not to disappoint
the westerner.*® This practice accounts especially for the most important
feasts, such as ancestral rituals.?! The result of attempting to reject these
celebrations will lead to a dualistic approach to Christianity. People will
travel both ways, the traditional and the Christian ways, the new and the
old.

As the Isan believers grow in their faith in Jesus and see him as their
one true and only God, they will question some of their cultural
celebrations and look for ways of bringing these in line with their new
beliefs. Alan Tippett suggests that "in the newly planted church of
animist converts, a direct relationship exists between the effectiveness of
the functional substitutes and the possibilities of reaction against cultural
voids."3? Tippett introduced functional substitutes to bring local cultures
more in line with biblical Christianity, which encourages local people to
find ways to replace aspects of their own culture in more biblically
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comparable ways.** If this process is carried out well, The Isan people
will come to see Christianity as something that belongs to them and fits
in their world.>* Hovey suggests that “it is the people themselves who
determine what is truly satisfying to them, even though an outsider like
a missionary can be a resource person for them in this process.”*

Fear of Ancestors and Offerings

The question is, nonetheless, “are ancestors revered as gods or are
they seen simply as grandfather and grandmother”? Lim has never met
any Chinese person who saw the ancestors as gods. Lim states that
ancestors are not gods to be worshipped.>® The animist will give gifts and
not offerings. As the animist in Isan gives food to the deceased, this is a
gift for the ancestors to survive and not be hungry. The animist
commonly talks to the ancestors, informing them of all the family
happenings as if they are still alive in the same room. This conversation
is not to be confused with a prayer to the dead. Biblical Christianity
challenges ancestral practices because the dead cannot help the living.
The dead live in another place; they are not here.’” Biblical Christianity
can challenge the concept of ancestors not on the basis of worship but on
the basis of the fact that ancestors live in heaven or in hell. The living is
separated from the dead. If the saved ancestors live in heaven, where do
those who have not heard the salvation message live?

McGavran suggests in®® that God is sovereign and can do whatever
he chooses to do; there is no clear answer in Scripture. The Bible says in
Romans that there will be a revelation of the judgment of God. Who “will
render to each one according to his deeds”: eternal life to those who by
patient continuance in doing good seek for glory, honour and
immortality.>

God may give eternal life to people who know right from wrong and
lead an exemplary life for God, such as Abraham, Moses, Joseph, David,
etc. However, the only sure way to heaven is through Jesus Christ, our
Lord. In the Old Testament, Naaman declared he would not offer burnt
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offerings or sacrifice to other gods after being healed from leprosy after
Elisha, the man of God, sent him a message to bathe in the Jordan River.
Naaman spoke with Elisha and asked the Lord for forgiveness regarding
his temple visits with his master:

Yet in this thing may the Lord pardon your servant: when my
master goes into the temple of Rimmon to worship there, and
he leans on my hand, and I bow down in the temple of
Rimmon—when I bow down in the temple of Rimmon, may
the Lord please pardon your servant in this thing. Then he
[Elisha] said to him, “Go in peace.”*

There was peace for Naaman, just as there can be peace for believers
who go to the temple with their unsaved relatives. Ma thinks that
ancestral practices are necessary to meet cultural expectations. The
worldview of that particular community drives these expectations. For
animistic communities, ancestral practices must follow as culture
demands.*!' People follow their parents' expectations; children are taught
the Isan social hierarchy from early childhood, which is reflected in the
type of language used when speaking to people of higher or lower status.
As children become adults, they are responsible for looking after their
parents as they age. They will always respect and honour their parents
and show reverence towards them. This practice will continue after the
parent's death. Because the ancestral spirits have more power than the
living grandparents, these spirits are more powerful and knowing than
the living. “The living man is happier than the departed because he is
alive, but the departed are more powerful.”*?

Power Encounters

Miracles not performed through divination and magic are
miraculous acts through the power of God. God will receive the glory.*
These miraculous acts need to enable the animist to encounter God at a
powerfully felt level of their being. Only power encounters with Jesus,
and his Holy Spirit can change their attitudes* from unbelief to God.

Christianity often fails to address these power-related issues.
Pentecostal believers appear more successful in addressing power
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issues.® It is a continuing process to change people's perception of the
spiritual world in which they live. The message must be contextualised
toward their understanding to enable them to move from their current
viewpoint to a new understanding which will eventually eliminate fear.*®
Hovey’s model, using Tippett’s theory of power encounters in three
different phases, is helpful here. Firstly, an encounter with God,
secondly, a demonstration of God’s power (powerful God) and thirdly,
a conversion encounter where Jesus becomes Lord.*’ People need to see
and experience that God is more powerful than all other spirits. God
often becomes real through healings and other miracles, and the animist
will become aware of God's presence in their lives. As God answers
many prayers of new believers, they gain trust in Jesus and learn to rely
on him daily, but many still keep the old beliefs in the back of their
minds.*® Hovey calls this the first phase (God is supreme/ Cosmic
encounter) in which the animist will gain authority over Satan and find
a safe place to reflect on Jesus.*’ During the second phase of the power
encounter (God is powerful/ demonstration encounter), the animist will
experience supernatural intervention, leading to increased confidence.>
As people who follow animism and move towards a sole reliance on
Jesus, their old religious ways will cease slowly. Over time the old altar
and places to perform animistic rituals will collect dust and disappear.
Now allegiance changes from the “old ways” to Jesus alone. The animist
will now proclaim: “Jesus is Lord” (conversion encounter/ absolute
dependence on God).’! Many animistic background believers realise that
the power of the Holy Spirit is greater than all other spiritual powers
because God's power is above all other powers. Power encounters are
often the driving force for the animist to meet Jesus. For our gospel did
not come to you in word only, but also in power, in the Holy Spirit and
in much assurance, as you know what kind of men we were among you
for your sake.>

Because the animist lives in a world of power, only a God who
demonstrates mighty power can be of any help to him.>* Animism can
prepare people for the Gospel as animistic people will rarely refuse
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prayer to meet their needs. They have an open heart for Jesus (first phase
encounter).’* As they engage in these power encounters and gain
experience with God, they become more reliant on God. The animist will
not replace one power with another, like the power of spirits with the
power of God. However, he will always add more power to the
previously gained power and “add more power sources to the previous
power sources that they have feared, worshipped, served, manipulated,
and from which they have drawn power and assistance.” They will see
that this increased power will help in their daily lives through miraculous
acts, like healings (second phase encounter).¢

The apostle Paul asked the Ephesians to take off the old things and
put on the new in his letter to them in chapter 4:24.57 As the animist will
never give away power, new believers have to continue their walk with
the power of the Holy Spirit rather than with the power of any other
spirit. They have to add power to the existing power in their earthly life,*®
the power of Jesus and his power alone. The message of the Christian
regarding the greatest power (God) will address the animist’s needs.
Scripture verses like “all power is given unto me”> and “power over all
power”% will touch their heart.®' The challenge now for the new believer
is that the supernatural experience or power encounter will modify their
beliefs into a new belief, a faith in the still greater power of Jesus Christ.
As the animist progresses and destroys the old powers (present as idols
or other religious paraphernalia), he will overcome the old ways with a
new winning path (third phase encounter).

Bowing as an Act of Worship

Buddhist or animistic background believers need to bow before their
ancestors. This practice is an essential act of honour and respect, not
worship. According to my observation, the Isan will always bow down if
asked to pray sincerely. Bowing makes no difference for believers or
unbelievers. Asian people bow down to authority. Ancestors are highly
esteemed and have authority in Asia and other parts of the world with
predominantly animistic belief systems. Showing honour and respect to
the elders and the ancestors is most important. In many Asian countries,
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it is common practice for children to approach the head of the house on
their knees when asking for a favour. The bride and groom bow down
before their parents during the Thai marriage ceremony to show them
honour. It is not surprising that people in Asia bow before the picture of
their ancestors during ancestral ceremonies. Yonggi Cho, founder of
Yoido Full Gospel Church in Seoul (South Korea), the biggest church
worldwide at the time, did not object to his congregation bowing before
ancestors as culturally appropriate behaviour. He said, if people can bow
before their father and mother while they are alive, they can bow before
them when they are dead. He was heavily criticised for this decision by
the Presbyterian Church in Korea. This and several other issues caused
him to leave this denomination.®?

Isan Christians

The Isan Christian church struggles to attract a significant number of
followers despite a long missionary presence of approximately 500 years
(including the first catholic monks) in Thailand.®? Today ninety-five per
cent of the approximately eighty thousand villages in Thailand have no
Christian church presence. Only 0.2% of the population of Northeast
Thailand are Christian.%* Could the general oversight of the importance
of ancestral practices for the Isan people be one stumbling block to
successful evangelism in Northeast Thailand?

As someone becomes a Christian, this person may withdraw from
all family rituals or traditions, and this decision will negatively affect his
whole family. Missionaries often ignore the communal aspect of Thai
life.®> Herbert Swanson has lived in Thailand for most of his life. He
states that early missionaries would influence converts to live together
with the foreigners in foreign enclaves and withdraw from celebrating
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“the communal and pagan rituals”®® within the Thai community. This
practice isolated new believers from their families and community,
which did not make Christianity attractive to the Thais®’ and caused
many issues for the new church. On their first visit, Christians even tore
down charms and desecrated spirit shrines.®®

As some new Christians leave their families, the family can become
angry over the “loss” of a son or daughter, leading to persecution of the
new believer from those families and causing hatred towards the church.
The families feel shamed and publicly dishonoured as one of their family
members departed from their traditions®® and are no longer seen to be
publicly supporting their family through rituals and ceremonies — in
essence, rejecting what the family stands for. On the other hand, we find
believers who will participate in all the community celebrations, often
doing this in secret and not telling the church to maintain “face” in the
community and prevent being socially outcast or ridiculed by
neighbours. This is also another reason why many Thai Christians attend
church in larger urban centres — that way, their church activities can be
separated from their life in the village, thereby avoiding any social
disagreements.

I am aware that two Christian movements in Thailand do not restrict
people's decisions on which ceremonies to participate in.”’ Rather than
overtly forbidding members to participate, they prayerfully approach the
situations but give people time to decide what to do and what not to do.

In Thailand, the formal church has the mindset of a “minority”
church, which means that the church represents only a tiny part of the
population. Adapting any indigenous rituals is seen as syncretism, and
local believers are expected to leave their own culture/identity and
identify with western Christianity to become “Christian.” There is still
an enormous fear of the evil spirits among Thai Christian believers.”!
The Thai church should leave its western forms behind and focus on the

%H Swanson, “The Heathen People: The Cognitive Sources of American
Missionary Westernizing Activities in Northern Siam, 1867-1889,” (unpublished Thesis,
College Park, MD, University of Maryland, 1987), 17.

“’Swanson, 1987, 18.

*Hughes, 1983, 94.

®F McPhail, Pioneer Missions, Meet the Challenges, Share the Blessings., e-book,
Kindle loc 701, (Cambodia: self published, 2014), Amazon.com.

K ate Shellnut, “Making Missions Count: How a Major Database Tracked
Thailand’s Church Planting Revival,” Christianity Today, no. March 2019 (2019): 1,
https://www.christianitytoday.com/ct/2019/april/missions-data-thai-church-fjcca-reach-
village.html. (accessed September 26, 2019).

"Philip J. Hughes, “The Assimilation of Christianity in the Thai Culture,” Religion,
1984, 323, 325. https://doi.org/10.1016/S0048-721X(84)80011-1. (accessed April 29,
2022).
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salvation message,’”> which should be expressed in indigenous forms
within the local culture.”® The Apostle Paul wrote regarding adopting
different cultural means and values to other cultures in 1 Corinthians
9:19-22.

Conclusion

In conclusion, Christians in Northeast Thailand should be
encouraged to give the Isan people the freedom to build their own
church. This process will need guidance and supervision but should lead
eventually to the existence of a church that is acceptable for the Isan
people and will meet their needs. As the church grows, it will be much
easier to make disciples, as these young Christians can be nurtured in a
church environment that is not antagonistic towards Isan culture and its
people. Isan has a rich culture, which can be used to draw people to Jesus.
Unless the Isan culture is understood and the church starts to respect the
Isan worldview and includes this culture into its life, the church will
continue to struggle to become the strong body that Jesus intended it to
be.

In particular, the attitudes of many Isan churches towards anything
involved with filial piety need to change. It is challenging to decide
which ancestral practices can be included in the church liturgy, which
ones need to be modified and which ones need to be substituted in the
framework of biblical Christianity. Jesus has given us his Spirit as our
helper. In his presence and trust in him, the Isan church can be
transformed into a strong body of Christ and can still be relevant to the
people living in Isan who search for hope now and later.

God has given us his word, which is relevant to the Isan culture and
their animistic worldview. Apart from the book of Ecclesiastes, Paul's
letter to the Ephesian and Colossian church, and even Genesis and
Exodus are full of information about animistic communities. Suppose we
can read the Bible without our western glasses and try to understand the
Scriptures from the first reader's perspective in its original era. In that
case, we will gain information about building churches in an animistic
context.

2James W Gustafson, “Syncretistic Thai Religion and Church Growth,” 1971, 19,
11 https://www.thaimissions.info/gsdl/collect/thaimiss/index/ assoc/HASH8867.dir/
doc.pdf. (accessed April 29, 2022).

BGustafson, 1971, 15.
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