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The New Year’s Day of the Karen

The significance and functions of the New Year’s Day celebration of the Karen people
to the way of life of the Karen in Ratchaburi and Phetchaburi provinces can be traced
through their original religious beliefs.

According to data collected from historical documents, field-studies, observations of
and participation in rites, and interviews with local people, the Karen worship spirits
because they fear the supernatural power of the spirits, whom they believe to be
omniscient and to punish the unvirtuous by unleashing disease and disaster upon their
crops and pets. As the spirits also acted as social and moral guides who bestowed
good fortune upon the Karen, they were also honored as sources of virtue.

The Karen converted to Buddhism following the victory of Reverence Nuam, a
former abbot of Wat Chaeng Charoen Chorr in the Prathad sub-district of the Wat
Phlaeng district in Ratchaburi province, over the chief of the Karen tribe in a fight
using black magic one-hundred years ago. Although the chief of the Karen, his
immediate and extended family, and his ethnic followers became Buddhists, they did
not stop worshipping spirits.

The Karen conversion to Buddhism is evident in Karen temples in the Nongyaprong
and Kankrachan districts of Petchaburi province in which pillars for the spirits were
replaced by Buddhist chedi or “pagoda,” Pho trees, and a pavilion with swan pillars.
Additional evidence is the Karen’s successful performance of a ritual to honor
Reverence Nuam at a Karen temple in the Paktor district of Ratchaburi province twice
a year in April and in October. This ritual has, however, been lost for almost thirty
years among the Karen of the Suan Pung district of Ratchaburi province.

While still living, Reverence Nuam sanctified holy water to represent himself. Since
his death, the Karen have regarded it as sacred. Karen suffering from sickness seek
relief at the altar of the holy water and pledge to be ordained as a Buddhist monk or
nun at Wat Chaeng Charoen in return for recovery.

Because of the many Karen who wish to be ordained, an ordainment ceremony is
scheduled on the New Year’s Day of the Karen in April of each year for the
convenience of both the temple, Wat Chaeng Charoen, and the Karen, who travel
from various villages. The rituals performed on New Year’s Day include gaining
merits by presenting offerings to the statues of Reverence Nuam, Reverence Pong,
and Reverence Muang, ordaining as a Buddhist monk or nun after having recovered
from sickness, and blessing the present abbot, a representative of Reverence Nuam, bv
pouring water on his hands.

The performance of these rituals promotes the sacredness of Reverence Nuam, who
was later honored as Reverence Karen, creates a bond between the Karen and
Reverence Nuam, and fosters unity amongst the Karen. The Karen will continue to
celebrate New Year’s Day as long as their faith in the sacredness of Reverence Karen
and in the healing power of the alter of the holy water remains intact.
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