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The Value of
Wise Rabbits

Douglas SHAW

Introduction

All theology depends on discerning, reflecting upon, and
responding to the evidence of God’s work in every place and time,
even where Jesus is not yet known as Lord. This approach is endorsed
by all major branches of the Christian church.! All cultures have
values that can be both affirmed and challenged. Christians, seeking
to live out the transforming values of the Kingdom, can respond to
other value systems with a word of understanding and appreciation,
a word of criticism and judgment, and a word of hope of
transformation?. However, Christians, especially those from other

This article is extracted from the author’s Open University Master
of Arts (Missiology) dissertation entitled “Wise Rabbits and the Kingdom
of God,” written in 1994 at All Nations Christian College in the United
Kingdom.

'The Lausanne Covenant endorses imaginative pioneering
methods to relate evangelism to culture. In Christian witness to Buddhists,
all attempts to find indigenous illustrations to communicate theological
truth are encouraged (LCWE 1980:9, 25). Ad Gentes asks us to uncover
with gladness and respect those seeds of the Word hidden among other
cultures (Flannery 1975).

King 1978:27.
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cultures, must first clarify their own values and allow others the
power to decide their own values.?

A process of critical contextualization is needed. Syncretism
results from an approach where an existing value system is uncritically
accepted or replaced by a foreign value system.’ This critical
contextualization must stress the centrality of Scripture, the role of
the Holy Spirit, and the active participation of the Christian
community in evaluating issues.

Values in Literature

Imaginative literature has been described as “the most
accurate index to human values, longings and anxieties that exists.”
Such literature not only enhances our understanding of values such
as love or justice, but also allows us to clarify our own values and
respectfully consider an alternative worldview with which we may
not agree.* Folk literature in particular reveals fundamental beliefs
about the nature of things.®

Cambodian folktales

A vast amount of Khmer literature has accumulated in the
thirteen hundred years since the earliest Khmer inscriptions of the
seventh century. This literature was inspired and influenced by
Chinese, Hindu, Buddhist, Thai, and French sources.” Some elements
of Cambodian folktales, such as neak ta, may predate the Christian
era. These folktales entered Cambodia in parallel oral and written
streams of transmission with considerable modification over time.®
They were first published in the late nineteenth century from palm
leaf manuscripts in monastery libraries.” There are two main

*Taylor 1990:36-7.

‘Hiebert 1985:183-9.

SRyken 1979:27, 76, 102,145.
‘Hiebert 1985:175.

"Huffman and Proum 1977:1.
*Thierry 1985:34, 63.

*Davidson and Cordell 1993:253.
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collections of Cambodian folktales: the collection of the Buddhist
Institute and the Gatiloke. The Buddhist Institute collection consists
of seven or nine-volumes, while the Gatiloke is based on Buddhist
teaching.

Most stories involve ordinary people in their life and work
in villages, towns, and forests, giving insight into traditional and
contemporary Cambodian society and morality.!® Five universal
themes have been identified in these stories: loss, estrangement,
acquisition of magical powers, ordeal or combat, and rise to riches
or royal status.!" Several features of Theravada Buddhism have
been identified in these stories.!? The foolishness and greed of kings,
officials, and old Hindu gods is contrasted with the kindness and
compassion of ordinary people. The equality of women with men is
depicted in tension with their inferior status under the old Brahmanic
religion. Individual responsibility is highlighted by a lack of sympathy
for foolish victims of trickery. Governed by karma, punishment and
reward are inevitable, but not executed immediately. The Buddhist
prohibition on killing is reinforced by stories where kind and intelligent
animals outwit cruel and insensitive hunters.

Among the most popular stories are those of the Wise Rabbit.
In one group of stories, the clever animal just manages to escape
death, while in a second group of stories the Wise Rabbit is the
Judge.!®* Justice is achieved in legal disputes between animals and
humans, usually through innocent tricks or deception involving clever
use of words. However, the rabbit is not consistently on the side of
Justice.

YHuffman and Proum 1977:4-5.

UThierry 1985:218.

2Carrison 1987:15-16.

“There are similar stories in Laos and Vietnam and parallels
with the mouse-deer (Palanduk) stories of the Malay (Davidson and Cordell
1993:245).
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Five Cambodian Folktales

Aspects of mutual responsibility and trust in relationships
are evident in the following story. A caterpillar, about to be eaten by
a crow, poses four questions: what is the sweetest thing in the world;
the most bitter; the most rotten; and the most sweet-smelling? The
crow responds with the literal answers of honey, lemons, manure
and jasmine. The caterpillar’s life is spared when it gives the
alternative responses of loving and sincere words, unjustified
malicious words, an evil reputation, and a reputation for integrity
and honesty.!* Another story involving a deer, crow, and tortoise
highlights the qualities of a good friend—willingness to help others
and share resources, honest speech, treatment of others as equals.!?

Motives for unjust decisions such as personal desire and
greed, fear, hatred, and ignorance are found in the story of a tiger
that has been poisoned by a snake but revived by a hermit.'s The
tiger threatens to eat the hermit, as it believes it has been woken from
arestful sleep. Various animal judges are biased in ruling in favor of
the tiger. The jackal and vulture both depend on the food left by the
tiger, the ox is afraid of the tiger while the monkey and a forest spirit
are seeking revenge for offenses other humans have committed. The
final judge is the Wise Rabbit, who recognizes the bias of the first
five judges and suggests that the initial scene be re-enacted. The
same snake again bites the tiger, but this time in not revived by the
hermit!

A poor man accidentally loses a borrowed axe head.!” The
rich owner, claiming it as a valuable family heirloom, refuses to
accept even ten axe heads as repayment. Sadly, the poor man offers
his son as a servant to the rich man. Happily, soon afterwards he
finds the axe head and redeems his son. Later, the rich man’s daughter
asks for some delicious food that the poor man’s wife is preparing.

1“Buddhist Institute Collection Volume 1:23.

Dik-Kem 1962:36-38 (bilingual Khmer and English text).
“Buddhist Institute Collection Volume 3:1.

7Buddhist Institute Collection Volume 3:46.
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The rich man borrows an ordinary earthenware pot from the poor
man to carry the food, but it is accidentally broken. The poor man
appears heartbroken, claiming the pot was a family heirloom, and
refusing to accept ten new pots as repayment! After an unfavorable
initial judgment, the poor man appeals to the king who learns about
the axe head. In advocating equal treatment, he orders the rich man
to give his daughter as wife to the poor man’s son!

The story of Mea Jurng, which contains four shorter stories,
is well known.!’® In addition to justice, it extols the virtues of an
intelligent woman. A jealous man exchanges his intelligent wife for
the attractive but foolish wife of a poor man. Through her intelligence
she gains the respect of her neighbors and obtains work at the palace
for her new husband. On a hunting trip the king gallops deep into
the forest. Only Mea Jurng, having been urged to train by his wife,
is able to keep up with the king and is able to offer the king delicious
food prepared by his wife. He overhears a forest-spirit’s plot to kill
the king and saves him on two occasions. That night he kills a huge
serpent in the king’s bedchamber, but wakes the queen while
attempting to remove some blood from her breast. The angry king
orders his immediate execution, but the four palace gatekeepers
prevent the executioner from leaving with Mea Jurng. Each
gatekeeper relates a separate story showing that the king is placing
himself above the law in rashly judging without a proper trial. The
next moming, during the trial, the king remembers Mea Jurng’s
previous service and the dead serpent is found under the king’s bed.
Mea Jurng is vindicated and promoted!

The Value of Wise Rabbits

I believe that these five selected folktales contain values that
can be affirmed. Cambodian folktales can therefore provide excellent
opportunities for reflection and clarification of values in many
different settings. For example, in community development practice,
a Cambodian community group could be encouraged to discuss values
directly related to a particular development issue. Selected folktales

¥Buddhist Institute Collection Volume 4:4.
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could be introduced to stimulate this discussion. Reflection on biblical
values could follow to allow comparisons and contrasts. A similar
process could be used with new Christians facing difficult decisions
in living out the values of the Kingdom of God in the Cambodian
cultural context.

Because of my limited knowledge of Cambodian culture and
religion, I believe that this-process of reflection and clarification of
values must be done by Cambodian Christians, guided by scripture
and the Holy Spirit. However, in order to outline how these stories
may be used in community development practice, I will make the
following preliminary suggestions.

O’Leary and Nee'? have identified six core values of
development practice: empowerment, participation, justice,
sustainability, equity, and role. These values may be compared with

-traditional Cambodian values such as respect for authority, status,
obedience, order, conformity, merit, charity, harmony, and consensus.
The five folktales sketched above contain elements of these traditional
values, as well as some core development values.

The story of the caterpillar and crow could be used to
stimulate small group discussion on roles and relationships in
community development, since mutual respect and trust lie at the
core of successful development. The story of the deer, crow, and
tortoise could also be used to probe personal relationships, but
expanded to involve community participation (helping others and
sharing resources) and equity (treating others as equals). Similar
values from the teachings of Jesus could be introducéd to allow
comparisons and contrasts. .

The story of the tiger and the hermit could aid community
discussions where people are struggling against an unjust decision
from biased or corrupt judges. One example might be a dispute over
land ownership, where a more powerful and wealthy person has
obtained legal title to land through unjust methods. Persistence in

0’ Leary, Moira, and Meas Nee, Learning for Transformation.
Krom Akphiwat Phum, Phnom Penh, October 2001: 45, 63.
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seeking justice is evident in this story, a theme that parallels Jesus’
parable of the persistent widow.?

The story of the poor man and the axehead also involves
seeking justice in the presence of unjust oppression, but could also
lead into a discussion of the courage shown by the poor man in
confronting the rich man and persisting in his attempts to obtain
justice—an example of empowerment. An interesting discussion
might also be stimulated by considering how the poor man made
effective use of the local but limited resources available to him—one
earthenware cooking pot! ’

The story of Mea Jurng again deals with seeking justice when
faced with an unjust decision made by a person with power. The role
of the four gatekeepers in advocating for justice could lead to fruitful
community discussions. The story could also be used to explore
first the innovation and empowerment of the intelligent wife, and
then more general gender issues. The limited local resources of the
poor family are effectively mobilized to achieve results. The wife
actively builds the capacity of her new husband, and he is immediately
able to apply what he has learned with good effect. This story further
could illustrate the action learning cycle employed in community
development (action-reflection—learning—planning—action).

It is my hope that this article will stimulate and encourage
Cambodian Christians to seek values within their own rich culture
and to creatively apply these values to sharing the Good News.

®Luke 18:1-8.
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