by Siroj Sorajjakool

Theweaker and more belpless you know
yourself to be, the stronger will you
become in His strength. The beavier
your burdens, the more blessed the rest
in casting them upon your Burden
Bearer.

—The Ministry of Healing, p. 72

Religion is the involvement in the mat-
ters relating to the marginal people. . . .

—Kosuke Koyama, “Apostle James in
Thailand,” Waterbuffalo Theology, p. 169

that 1 find pertinent to me in particular,
and to Asian theologians in general. I do
not have solutions to the questions raised,
only suggestions. In Thailand there is a saying:
“Mistake is my teacher. A lot of mistakes make
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In Search of a God
Who Eats Rice

In Thailand and many Asian countries, truth is not defined in
terms of objective, coherent logic systems. Truth is what works.

me a professor.” It is my conviction that the
courage to err is necessary if we are to pursue
this venture of defining Adventist theology.! It
is also my intention to point out that, from an
Asian perspective, the future of Adventist
theology is reflected in a revised version of
Carl Junior’s advertisement: “If it does not get
you engaged, it does not belong in your faith.”

Theology is a study of God. But the question
is, “How can we ever study God?” By attempt-
ing to study God we have placed God as an
object of thought. If we can know God, the
God we know is no longer God.2 Taoism has
a saying that “the Way that can be named is not
the eternal Way.”3 This can perhaps be trans-
lated into our context: “The God that can be
studied is not an eternal God.” We cannot
study God because God refuses to be studied.
God refuses to be captured by buman reason-
ing and logic.5> God refuses to be captured by
human language. This, to me, is crucial in
attempting to understand the future of Ad-
ventist theology.

When we ponder questions such as “What is
the future of Adventist theology?” or “What is
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the direction of Adventist theology?” the words
Sfuture and direction imply movement, and
movement in turn suggests that our theology
is fluid (to a certain extent). Theology as an
attempt to understand God is fluid because we
are finite. We are finite because we are finite,®
period. And because we are finite, there will
always be movement in theology. This is so in
view of the fact that finiteness implies contin-
gency. We are historical beings, and we will
always be affected by the contingency of our
lives. As such, our theology can never remain
purely objective. To reflect on God within the
room filled with a nice aroma of vegetarian
rib-bone steak is very different from thinking
about God while waiting in a line for rationed
food at a Thai-Cambodian refugee camp.

In The World as Will and Idea, Schopenhauer
argues that we do not employ our rationality
as a means to arrive at an objective end.
Rather, we start from the end and use rational
capacity to justify our means. We will what we
want, and justify our wants using our reason-
ing. We boast of our intellect when in actuality
we are governed by our will and desire. We
think that we are led by our intellect when in
actuality we are driven by our feelings—“by
instincts of whose operation they are half the
time unconscious.” “Men,” says Schopenhauer,
“are only apparently drawn from in front; in
reality they are pushed from behind.””

Although I do not subscribe to his meta-
physical application of this “will” (the external
reality is the construction of the “will”),8 his
perception of human will as a means toward
an end is real in our day-to-day lives.? We
come into the world as contingent historical
beings. We act contingently, based on the
contingency of the historicity of our beings.
Most of our learning that impacts us in our
everyday life is derived from our experiences.
Itdictates our directions. It decides for us what
we ordinarily do in our everyday encounters.
It informs our sense of morality and prioritizes
our values.
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hile teaching comparative religions to

my Buddhist students in Bangkok, I
once asked, “Do you believe in Ganapati(the
elephant god of the Hindu religion)?” They
replied in the negative. I asked about Kali(the
goddess of vengeance with eight arms) and
the response was negative. I asked if they
believed that Jesus walked on water, and they
shook their heads, grinning from ear to ear.
Then I asked if they believed that when Lord
Buddha was born, he walked eight steps, and
they unanimously responded in the affirma-
tive. We like to think of ourselves as rational
beings, when in reality we mostly function
from experiences registered within our un-
conscious mind. In life we may be able to deny
ideas and logic but not our personal experi-
ences. In India, while people were facing
suffering, Gotama(Buddha) suggested anatta
or non-being as a solution to the problem of
suffering. If to be is to suffer, then not to be is
not to suffer. When Buddhism spread to
Thailand, the people were not suffering. An
inscription in 1283 by King Ramkamhaeng
reads: “This land of Thai is good. In the waters
are fish; in the fields is rice. . . . Coconut groves
abound in this land. Jackfruit abounds in this
land. Mango trees abound in this land. . . .
Whoever wants to play, plays. Whoever wants
to laugh, laughs. Whoever wants to sing,
sings.”10 Therefore Buddhism in Thailand is
not a striving for non-being but a better life in
the new life cycle.

As an Asian I strongly believe that theology
is not a quest for an objective knowledge of
God (because the God that can be named is
not an eternal God) but a quest for God from
the full awareness of the historical nature of
our beings. Theology is to study God with a
full awareness of our biases and prejudices, of
the contingency of our beings. D. Z. Phillips,
in his article on Philosophy, Theology, and the
Reality of God, writes “. . . theology is personal,
since it is based on one’s own experience of
God. Where the connection between theol-
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ogy and experience is missing, there is a
danger of theology becoming an academic
game.”11

Methods of Theological
Construction: Thai Perspective

lifton Maberly, director of the Buddhist
Center for Global Mission in Thailand,
asked me these questions: “If a farang [white
Caucasian] man and a Thai woman were to
approach a door, who would step in first?” I
said that no one would have entered the door
since both expect the other to precede. “If a
Sfaranglady and a Thai man were to approach
a door, what would happen?” Both would get
stuck at the door, I replied, since both expect
the other to defer. This is a cultural issue
where there is no right and wrong. But the
question is, In constructing theology, are we
allowed to be as fluid? It is my belief that we
all come with our baggage even in our theo-
logical thinking. Further, I believe the under-
standing of God is meaningful only when it is
rooted in our historical and cultural ways of
being.12
In Thailand we do things very differently
from America. North Americans say that “time
flies,” or “my watch is running.” Thais use the
expression “time walks,” or “my watch is
walking.” This is so because in the Buddhist
world view there are endless rounds of
reincarnation, so why not take your time?
Many foreigners who have visited Thailand
are usually impressed with the Thai smile,
not realizing that it has many meanings. It
could mean “how wonderful,” “I really don’t
want to do it,” “I don’t really care,” or it could
mean “I don't like it, but I don’t want to hurt
your feelings.” We see things differently and
we do things differently.
Lots of evangelists who went to Thailand
loved to start their meetings with Daniel and
the 2300-day prophecy. Many Thais were
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attracted to the meetings because, to them,
prediction was an important subject. They
wanted to know who they were going to
marry, how many children they were going
to have, how rich or poor they would be-
come, how long they were going to live, and
what lotto number they should buy. Hence
Daniel’s prophecy was very intriguing to
them because of all the numbers and the
calculations. They saw the evangelist as an-
other farang fortune-teller. I had a chance to
visit an old folks’ home (a close approxima-
tion to retirement homes) a couple of years
back. While I was there an old lady asked to
look at my palm. She studied my palm and
asked, “Are you married?” I said yes. She
looked at my palm and pointed out a line to
me. “See this line? . . . You are married.” Then
she asked, “What is your occupation?” I told
her that I was a teacher. She looked at my
palm again and pointed out another line and
said, “See this, this is a career line, and you
are a teacher.” This is a classic case of
interpolation.

To bring in logical arguments that work in
North America is not going to work for the
Thai people.13 Theology has to take root in the
local soil. For it to do so requires an under-
standing of the way people think and func-
tion. In Thailand, systems of logic or reason or
even an attempt to construct a theology is not
going to make lots of difference in people’s
hearts. John Lee, president of AHSA, once
said, “If you were to rub the skin of most Thai
Adventists, you would see Buddhists on the
inside. If you were to rub further, you would
see animists.” In Thailand and many Asian
countries, truth is not defined in terms of
objective, coherent logical systems. Truth is
what works. It is common to see people go
and pray to Kuan Im(Goddess of Mercy), Kali
(Goddess of Vengeance), Christ, and Buddha
at the same time. To them, if one of the gods
cannot answer their prayers, at least the other
should be able to. From a probability point of
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view, it is practical. If you pray to one god,
your chance of getting an answer to your
prayer is less than if you were to pray to all the
gods.

In my personal opinion, the way to do
theology in Asia is to actually “do.” It is doing
because many of us in Asia feel we do not have
the luxury of time to reflect, nor are we
convinced by logical, coherent, and systematic
presentations. Regardless of various convinc-
ing rational arguments, Mr. Ng still gets up early
in the morning, prepares chicken rice, and
pushes his cart to Prakanong for his living.
Supadtra still takes her children to school and
complains about the parking space. Wanisa still
helps her daughter with her homework. Mr. Ng
apparently does not realize that the chicken
rice he prepares is there only because he and
his customers perceive it (as in Berkeley).
Supadtra does not realize that her children are
spirits that form part of the Absolute Spirit
moving continually in dialectic manner toward
a greater synthesis (as in Hegel). Wanisa does
not realize that she “is” before she helps and
that her act of “help” defines her essence (as in
existentialism). Life goes on because we are
biased thinkers. We are prejudiced, and our
prejudice has to do with that which works. And
what works is the God we can feel sense,
touch, see, and smell. God can be felt, sensed,
touched, seen, and smelled only when we act.
To do theology in Asia is to “do” theology.

What is the future of Adventist theology in
Asia? Whatever form it takes, which I cannot
predict with absolute certainty, one thing it
probably will not be is a sophisticated aca-
demic system or conceptualization. Reflecting
on the teachings of Jesus, C. S. Song writes: “It
is a theology that tears itself free from the
conceptual games of traditional theology. And
it is a theology that speaks out of life and
speaks back into it—life not as a mere word or
sound, but life that is lived in tribulation and
expectation, in despair and hope, in anxiety
and in a longing for peace.”4
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I n many Asian countries we do not have time
to think of desserts because we are still
struggling to fill our stomachs with rice.15 We
are looking for a God who eats rice; a God
who will prevent droughts and send the
monsoon rains. We need a God who acts in
concrete ways.

Because we are finite beings,1¢ our theol-
ogy reflects movement. And movement, from
Asian perspective, means to be moved to the
point where we cannot help but reach outand
touch others in concrete ways.17 It takes a God
who eats rice to understand what it means to
go without rice.

One day I took 15 seminary students to do
development work in a tribal village. There was
a little girl by the name of Ju who kept peeking
through the crack of the wall the whole period
we were there. On the last day she said to one
of my students, “Why are you so happy? Why
are you always smiling and laughing? What is
so happy about life?”

Following my student’s reply, Ju sighed and
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whispered, “I wish I could die. I hate my mom.
She wants to sell me off.”18

Ju does not care if God is a man ora woman.
She does not care if the Bible was verbally

inspired or conceptually inspired. She does
not care whether we are saved by grace or by
works. Ju wonders if there is a God. If there is,
where is he/she?
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18. Eight hundred thousand prostitutes in Thailand
are below the age of 16, while an additional 200,000 are
under the age of 12. These girls are sold and locked up
for two years. They can be called on for sex 24 hours
a day. The usual working time starts from 10 a.m. to 4
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rescued from a brothel in Phuket. One of the girls was
forced to entertain customers while she was seven
months pregnant. On April 3, 1991, 20 policemen
raided a tea house, arrested the managers, and rescued
100 girls, of which 10 were below the age of 16. Twenty
of the girls reported being tricked and coerced into
prostitution. Seventeen out of 20 were tested and
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reported HIV positive. On November 30, 1991, the
police raided one of the prostitute houses at Rayong
Province. During this operation, 12 girls were rescued.
Most of the girls had been physically abused with plastic
pipes and raped before being forced into prostitution.
Blood tests showed that 11 out of the 12 were HIV
positive.
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