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Introduction


WHEN ANN AND Adoniram Judson arrived in Rangoon in July 1813, the air above the Bay of Bengal was sweltering. The young Americans had left Boston in the bitter cold of February 1812. Now they stood in the wet monsoon heat on the deck of the Georgiana, the three-masted ship that had taken them to Burma from Madras, India. From the bow they could see the towering golden Shwedagon Pagoda, as well as a scattering of smaller white and gold shrines along the horizon.

The Judsons had sailed all this way to preach the gospel, and their voyage would make history for launching the United States’ first-ever overseas mission. The couples’ fame would multiply in the Protestant press as accounts of their Southeast Asian adventures traveled to North America along new global postal routes. After Burma’s King Bagyidaw imprisoned Adoniram in 1824 on suspicion of spying for the British at the outset of the First Anglo-Burmese War, Americans in Philadelphia parlors and New York City boardinghouses read about Ann’s desperate bribes of tea, cotton, and silver flatware to secure food and protection for her incarcerated husband. Magazines published reports of Adoniram’s eventual release on the condition that he serve the Burmese court as its translator in the peace negotiations that ended the war in 1826. And when Ann died shortly thereafter, at the age of thirty-six, popular books featured sketches of her lonely gravesite in southern Burma, where she would be joined months later by her daughter, Maria, the Judsons’ second child to die in infancy in Burma.

New weeklies like the Baptist Missionary Magazine and the Macedonian grew their readerships by regularly running dramatic accounts of the Judsons’ sacrifices and successes on a world stage. The long-awaited baptisms of the first Christian converts in Burma were covered in these Sabbath-day magazines and reprinted in major urban newspapers, as was Adoniram’s eventual completion of the first Burmese translation of the Bible in 1834 and his pioneering work compiling the first Burmese-English dictionary, which was nearly finished when he died in 1850. Ann and Adoniram Judson were among the most well-known celebrities in the early republic.1

As celebrated as the Baptist mission was in the United States, and as appealing as Christianity turned out to be among minority communities in Burma, the Protestant mission to Burma proved terribly disappointing. The number of converts from Burma’s ethnic majority, the Bamar,2 was so small that by the 1840s—three decades into the Baptist mission—the Protestant operation had already cut the amount of missionaries dedicated to them in half. The mission was far more successful among marginalized groups, especially the Karen, who were converting at rates never approached by the Bamar. In 1836, for example, the mission recorded 729 newly baptized Karen, whereas it had only baptized 207 Bamar in all of the twenty-three years it had been running at that point.3 If anything, it seemed as though the Bamar grew more resistant to Christian conversion efforts, that their Buddhist identity became more pronounced, as their kingdom weakened under the pressure of the encroaching British empire. By the end of the Third (and final) Anglo-Burmese War in 1885, Burma’s last Buddhist kingdom had collapsed, and the entire realm was subsumed into the British Raj. Even in the absence of a patron king, the Bamar continued assert themselves in efforts to form a distinct Buddhist country.

The continued strength of Buddhism in Burma dismayed the American missionaries. In the face of lavish pagoda repair projects and widely circulating Buddhist ritual texts, the Baptist evangelists justified their persistent presence by pointing to the attraction of Christianity among minority communities and to the popularity of their schools. The American Baptist operation was the first sustained Christian mission in the country, quickly forming more numerous and active operating posts than the few Catholic one-man operations that had preceded it and managing far more foreign and local evangelists than the smaller-scale British evangelical organizations that arrived decades after the Americans.4 In spite of its active presence, the Baptist mission never swept the country as it had dreamed.

Adoniram Judson penned that dream in his journal in 1820 when he visited the medieval Buddhist monuments at Pagan and “took a survey of the splendid pagodas and extensive ruins,” proclaiming that “the churches of Jesus will soon supplant those idolatrous monuments, and the chanting of the devotees of Boodh will die away before the Christian hymn of praise.”5 This never happened. Burma’s Buddhist monuments were never supplanted by churches. Sacred Pali chants were not drowned out by Christian hymns. The number of Buddhist pagodas likely increased during the nineteenth-century American Baptist mission; Christian congregations, however, also grew exponentially. Both Burmese Buddhists and Christian minority communities amplified their religious presence in this politically contentious and culturally transformative period.

The story of the American Baptist mission to Burma, then, is a story of conversion—both failed and sweeping. Throughout the nineteenth-century mission, Burmese Buddhists largely resisted Christian evangelism, whereas people from minority communities like the Karen, the Kachin, and the Chin were being baptized in astonishing numbers. And American Baptist Christianity found itself changing in the Buddhist kingdom: missionaries who had arrived admonishing the idolatry of Buddha statues found themselves creating tree shrines and their converts hanging multicolored Jesus paintings in their churches. As eccentric as these objects might seem, it is this kind of religious material that turns out to be central to this story of conversion and opposition. This book explores this religious material culture to understand how the Burmese majority positioned Buddhism to counter Christianity, how minority communities took on Baptist identities, and how Protestantism transformed into a kind of Southeast Asian religion.

Each of the chapters to follow examines a holy object to reveal the mechanics by which different communities conjured religious worlds. By telling stories of how four powerful objects—the sacred book, the school, the pagoda, and the portrait—helped shape Burmese, American, and Baptist convert communities, this book illuminates the little-known history of religious transformation during Burma’s last kingdom. Its exploration of the Baptist mission also offers a human-scale example of the multicontinental history of American missionary interactions with Asian religions.6 I will show how worshipped books, schoolhouses filled with new globes and maps, popular reliquary shrines, and paintings of revered religious figures became key objects through which communities in Burma asserted their identities and explored new modes of being. These four object studies demonstrate that religious material was a valuable resource for communal transformation and segregation in nineteenth-century Burma. My attention to material expressions of religion draws on my research in American, Burmese, and British archives where I explored sources in English, Pali, Sanskrit, and Burmese languages. I was also able to make two research trips to Myanmar in 2013 during the bicentennial celebrations of the Baptist mission to meet Baptist communities commemorating the arrival of the Americans and to record oral histories.7 The remembered and remaining sacred objects that appeared over and over again in my research contour this book’s story of religious change.

The field of Burmese religious history has attended almost exclusively to Buddhism and the Bamar majority. The field of U.S. religious history rarely broadens its borders to include missionaries in Asia, and, when it has, it tends to cluster them for consideration of larger expressions of violent Western imperialism or, occasionally, American cosmopolitanism. This book’s analysis focuses on the lives of religious things in nineteenth-century Burma in order to contribute to both of these fields and tell a story of a diverse country in which communities from a range of socioeconomic positions remake themselves and others in the waning of the Burmese kingdom and the waxing of British colonialism. Attending to the religious lives of things in multiple sites allows me to trace patterned ways in which less powerful people—especially people from ethnic and religious minority groups—worked to determine political, economic, and religious systems and were determined by them. This book shows that Burma was not a simple country of unified Buddhists defending themselves against a monolithic Western enemy, but rather a place of entangled empires and reimagined religious worlds.

My analysis of religion in Burma’s last Buddhist kingdom builds on the body of scholarship on Burmese religious history that developed slowly during the isolation of Myanmar’s twentieth-century dictatorship and then somewhat more quickly in the twenty-first century as the country opened up. Finishing this book in the wake of the February 2021 military coup (which I address in the conclusion) makes me feel both grateful for the research that others and I were able to do in the country and concerned about the future for the people of Myanmar and those committed to studying their complicated, wonderful cultures. The extant scholarship sketches a millennium of kings working to secure and expand their realms through military campaigns and Buddhist traditions, especially the Pali scriptures (Tipiṭaka), jurisprudence,8 and the monastic order known today as the Theravada sangha.9 The Taungoo dynasty—which ruled Burma from the middle of the sixteenth century until it was toppled in 1752 by a village chief who would be called Alaungpaya when he became the first Konbaung king—was one of the largest and richest empires in Southeast Asian history.10 At its peak, it encompassed all of modern Thailand and much of Laos, what is now the northeastern Indian state of Manipur, and Shan regions of southwest China. Like its predecessor, the Konbaung dynasty featured ambitious kings. It also gave rise to an influential monastic and lay literati whose control, creation, and circulation of texts fabricated the images of prestige that kings used to maintain the power they had won through wars.11 Upper-class lay Bamar people became even more influential in the British colonial period, which was established in full after the Third Anglo-Burmese War dethroned the last Burmese king in 1885, but started in southern regions in the First Anglo-Burmese War of 1824–1826 and the Second Anglo-Burmese War of 1852–1853. Lay communities in colonial Burma took over Buddhist obligations previously met by kings, such as the support of monks and rituals and the commissioning of monuments, texts, and artworks.12 During this colonial period and into the independent Union of Burma (1948–1962), the Socialist Republic (1962–1988), the Union of Myanmar (1988–2010), and the period of political reforms (2011–2015), charismatic meditation teachers,13 modern middle-class women,14 and extraordinary wizards and their devotees helped create the country known around the world today as a strongly Buddhist, Bamar nation.15

My book seeks to supplement and complicate this history of Burma by attending to religious and ethnic minorities. But, rather than isolate my focus on a particular marginalized group, I examine Christian communities alongside more familiar Buddhist populations to consider larger patterns in which empowered and disempowered people used religious objects to express themselves and relate to others. I work to tell a textured and inclusive story that challenges common narratives from Burmese political rhetoric and some scholarship, narratives about Burma being a unified, harmonious Buddhist kingdom before the British arrived. I hope to shed some light on larger patterns of religious conflict and human flourishing that continue in Myanmar to this day.

When I investigate expressions of religious and ethnic identity, I want to be clear that the boundaries of these categories are not fixed but protean and permeable. Recent political discourse and academic work describes Myanmar’s minority communities in terms of “ethnicity,” “race,” and “religion,” though the most common Burmese term for categorizing people—lumyo, meaning “type of person”—is more general.16 Myanmar’s current use of the term tainghyintha to mean “indigenous races”—which incorporates ideas of ethnic, racial, and religious identity and has been infamously deployed to violently exclude Rohingya Muslims—descends from nineteenth-century British and Burmese practices of determining groups of people.17 The American Baptist mission played a significant role as well. Between the start of the mission in 1813 and the first comprehensive British census in 1891, American missionaries were actively involved in surveying the country’s population and trying to change it through conversion. The American mission was not only the first sustained force behind the Christianization of significant segments of minority communities but it was also responsible for the development and systematization of several scripts for Southeast Asian languages. These include the first Sgaw Karen script, which was devised in 1832 by the American Baptist missionary Jonathan Wade; the first Asho script, which was devised in 1865 by the Pwo Karen missionary to the Chin Myat Goung; and the initial transcription of Jingphaw, the Kachin language, undertaken in 1877 by the American Baptist missionary Josiah Nelson and a team of Karen evangelists.18 With the widening reach of the Baptist press, school system, evangelical preaching tours, and local leaders, these linguistic innovations accompanied Christian conversions and invented boundaries around a variety of non-Bamar people.19 Gaining a unique script coupled with a religious identity that was shared with the increasingly dominant British could certainly be empowering. At the same time, these divisions and alliances gave rise to new conflicts.20

To think about the many implications of Christian conversion, I draw from recent scholarship on empire and evangelism from the fields of missionary studies, colonialism, and North American religious history.21 A surge of monographs on American Christian missionaries abroad demonstrates their political significance to be both more sweeping and more complicated than simply a unilateral extension of U.S. power. Scholars are attending to the mechanics by which particular foreign missions contributed to American imperialism as well as to forms of cosmopolitanism.22 This book’s analysis of the American Baptist mission to Burma contributes to this scholarship by showing that there was a much greater range to missionary interactions with Asian religions. Furthermore, it argues against a prominent assertion in the study of American religious history that Protestant Christianity monopolized the United States’ antebellum period.23 What the case of the American Baptist mission to Burma shows is that the world’s diversity had a meaningful effect on Protestant mechanisms for organizing that diversity and consolidating Anglo-European power. I do not go as far as to contend that a kind of balanced pluralism or happy multiculturalism characterized nineteenth-century American encounters; that romantic view of religious peoples of the world coming together to cross-pollinate cultures misunderstands the pervasive and violent power of Western imperialism. Instead, my approach navigates a space between pluralism and Protestant domination. The story I tell here is one in which multiple religious expressions and the structures for administering and consolidating those expressions are at play.24

This complex American evangelism was not a ruggedly individual phenomenon, but part of a larger, international effort to promote Christianity in Asia and beyond.25 The American Baptist mission to Burma was preceded by Catholic missionary attempts in the kingdom that date back to the early seventeenth century and was joined in 1859 by British evangelists when the Church of England’s Society for the Propagation of the Gospel began operations in the country.26 Moreover, the first generation of American foreign missionaries had a complicated relationship with British institutions interested in India. In 1811, Adoniram Judson traveled to England to secure connections and funds from the London Missionary Society, but a French pirate captured his ship, and he was only able to get to London by way of a French prison.27 Because of this dangerous ordeal and the beginnings of the War of 1812 between the United States and Great Britain, the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions (which Judson helped create in 1810) ultimately decided to finance their country’s first mission to “the East” without British support. After Ann and Adoniram Judson and the other missionary couple that traveled with them, Harriet and Samuel Newell, arrived in Calcutta in June 1812, the British East India Company refused to allow them to stay. The Americans split up. The Judsons eventually made their way east across the Bay of Bengal to Burma, while the Newells sailed southwest to the island of Mauritius off the southeastern coast of Africa. After giving birth to a child, who died on that tempestuous voyage, Harriet died shortly after their arrival, at the age of nineteen, becoming the first American missionary to die abroad.28 The newly widowed Samuel continued on to Ceylon to explore its evangelical potential.

Despite the mission’s initially perilous clashes with British institutions, its dispersed American posts in South and Southeast Asia soon formed alliances with British missionaries in the field. Most significantly for this book, the British Baptist evangelist, printer, and translator William Ward baptized the Judsons when they arrived in Calcutta. The couple had set sail from Boston as Congregationalists but then studied and adopted Baptist principles on their four-month journey from the States. Their ritual in Calcutta initiated them into the Baptist Church and formalized their departure from Congregationalism. Consequently, Adoniram resigned from the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions and helped establish the Baptist Triennial Convention in 1814 (which was called the American Baptist Missionary Union after 1845).29 Thus the particular Baptist form of Protestant Christianity that the Judsons promoted in Burma, with its signal practice of only baptizing believers through full immersion (as opposed to baptizing infants with a sprinkling or pouring of water), traces back directly through the history of British evangelism in India.

To grasp the many moving parts of this history, I fashion an approach out of a third area of scholarship: the study of religious material cultures. I explore the objects that communities in Burma from a range of socioeconomic positions found sacred in this period of unprecedented societal change. Looking beyond elite monastic and royal scriptures to the paintings, pagodas, teaching aids, and books that were revered and attacked as Buddhism and Christianity collided in nineteenth-century Burma allows me to feature multiple communities with stakes in the outcomes of the collision. Furthermore, I show them acting in patterned and surprising ways. The material and visual expressions of their engagement in this fraught political period sheds new light on how Buddhism became such an important part of Burma’s political identity while Christianity transformed through its adoption by particular minority communities.30

This book’s attention to politically powerful religious objects exists in conversation with scholarship on material cultures of American Christianity and contributes to that field by showing how objects from other religious traditions have interacted with American Christian cultures through missionary enterprises. This scholarship has sustained an interest in previously overlooked material dimensions of religion in North America to demonstrate the centrality of material objects to American Christians’ relationship to God and the supernatural.31 This book is informed by this development and offers insights from the still-little-studied interactions between North America and Southeast Asia that have been shaped in significant ways by the religious objects at the center of this book. Indeed, it was the American Baptist mission to Burma that sent U.S. newspapers their first illustrated on-the-ground reports of living Buddhist communities, that gifted U.S. universities many of their first Buddhist manuscripts and artifacts, and that supplied some of the first Buddhist statues and mala beads displayed in U.S. exhibitions.

These valued things are not simple reflections of more important political and social dynamics. The weaponized spirits on bejeweled Buddhist ritual texts that missionaries sent to American libraries did not just symbolize Burma’s conscription of Buddhist institutions in its fight against the British. These prized Burmese Buddhist books worked to actively conjure spirits and recruit them into the Anglo-Burmese wars. The towering Burmese pagodas that garnered so much attention were not only signs of the enduring power of the Buddha’s teachings; these massive gilded shrines with their Buddha relics and ritual programs were also crucial sites where visitors sensed and made sense of the Buddha and his path to nirvana. Even the most critical Christians found themselves returning to pagodas over and over again, compelled by these sensational sites to consider Buddhism’s popular appeal. Likewise, when the American Baptist mission imported the first printing press into Burma in 1816, crowds began forming around itinerant preachers, seeking copies of the Christian booklets so that they could hold the new religious teachings about an almighty god and his power to forgive sins. As I will show, some printed tracts inspired baptisms, while others were cut up and molded into amulets, and a select few were adopted as magical power sources by leaders of new religious movements.

This book tells the stories of these sacred materials and the people who interacted with them in order to imagine what religious change was like on the ground in nineteenth-century Burma.32 I ask: How did the sacred book, the school, the pagoda, and religious portraits contour the course of Burmese history in ways that do not fit easily into the familiar story of British colonial oppression and resourceful Buddhist opposition? In answering this question, I intervene in the scholarship on Burma that has made this story familiar, that has illuminated how Western imperial institutions devastated Burmese cultural forms and how Burmese communities inventively resisted those institutions. The study of Burma would not be where it is today without this understanding. My research, however, regularly manifested material that resisted being explained away by a story of structured domination or of collective protest. Part of this resistance came from sources produced by minority groups like the Karen who ended up converting to Christianity in large numbers. Scholars have tended to point to the material benefits that minority groups who affiliated with Westerners received, such as English-language training and access to Anglo-American social networks. This focus on rational behavior is appealing because it not only highlights the financial incentives in congregating with Christians but it also works to correct ignorant colonial-era assertions about Burma’s minorities being deceived by evangelists because they were gullible or superstitious. Much of the evidence examined in the following pages could be convincingly analyzed to support these kinds of rational, economic arguments. Communities who engaged with American Baptist missionaries certainly gained access to the increasingly valuable skills of learning English and Western academic disciplines like geography, and, surely, they were interested in better-paying jobs. The downside of focusing exclusively on economic concerns is, however, that it suggests that local communities were simply interested in improving materially, and did not have more abstract concerns about things like ultimate salvation and philosophies of religion. Scholarship has tended to assume that in this period it was only upper-class Western Christians and the occasional impressive Buddhist who were seriously interested in questions about the workings of the universe, the nature of the self, and the attributes of gods. Minority groups in Burma, by contrast, are consistently cast as limited to thoughts of feeding their families and protecting their villages. This book works to understand the ways that marginalized people engaged with complex, abstract concerns through tangible things. To get at the importance of the transcendent to communities who left behind far fewer written records than their upper-class neighbors, this study looks to the material forms they used to make sense of that which exceeds the physical world.33

While this book strives to paint a more nuanced picture than one of monolithic American missionaries facilitating colonial violence, it is still sensitive to the devastating ways that Baptists helped justify British economic and military campaigns in Burma. Even the most open-minded American missionary reports that celebrated Buddhism as the best religion in the world next to Christianity and described the Christianity of the British colonists as woefully debased still positioned Burma as religiously deficient. These reports, then, promoted the West as a rightful conqueror because it spread the true word of God. This book seeks to recognize missionary complicity and to reveal the mechanisms by which the mission’s work of filling out a picture of world religions promoted a particular Anglo-American Protestantism, no matter how much that work was depicted as a benevolent embrace of pluralism.34 One strategy postcolonial scholars have advanced for resisting the continued dominance of Western institutions is to focus scholarship instead on non-Western and non-Christian peoples and their stories. Inspired by this, I have studied classical and vernacular languages of Burma in order to comprehend local expressions and gain distance from pervasive English systems. Additionally, I have recorded oral histories in order to listen to the force of spoken traditions instead of perpetually privileging the written, so often the domain of modern imperialism. Likewise, I have turned to objects to try to see what stories they can tell that are not told through alphabets and the elite communities who possess them. However, this book does still draw heavily from the archives of the American Baptist mission to Burma, maintaining that Western collections have more to reveal beyond records of imperial oppression. Some readers will question whether I focus on so much American archival material because I have not spent enough time in the field, learned the languages well enough, or attended innovatively enough to a range of sensory expressions. It is true that this would be a different book were I able to spend more time with the people, languages, and sensorium of Myanmar; I hope that what I have begun here will lead to more of this kind of Myanmar-based work for myself and other scholars. What this book will show, however, is that by creatively exploring excessive Christian archives and limited Buddhist collections we can still imagine what radical religious transformation felt like in nineteenth-century Burma. These pages animate a diverse array of religious objects and communities as they move through the changing landscapes of the last Burmese kingdom and pre- and post–Civil War United States. These objects of conversion and resistance conjure the worlds they changed.
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Another way to write this story would be to trace its molting and calcifying theologies. I could read the same Baptist correspondence to explain the Judsons’ denunciation of infant baptism that led them to leave the Congregationalist church in spite of its position as the sole established church in their home state of Massachusetts until 1833. I could read the same Buddhist chronicles alongside earlier examples of the genre to parse particular doctrinal concerns of the Burmese sangha during the Konbaung era. This kind of intellectual history could compare and contrast reforming religious ideas among leading authors of the time.

This approach, though, could not grasp the entanglements between Burma’s Christians and Buddhists. The Burmese records are so silent about the Baptists that to read them on their own terms would be to conclude that Christian converts and missionaries were an inconsequential presence in the country. The Baptist writings, by contrast, depict minority communities and the majority as on the brink of sweeping Christian conversion. Both literatures feature protagonists advancing pure, immutable forms of their religion. But Buddhism and Christianity do not march through nineteenth-century Burma separately and unchanged; rather, they change significantly as various communities collide, converse, compete, and categorize. By the time of the collapse of the last Burmese dynasty in 1885, Buddhism had emerged as a respected world religion that must endure without a patron king and with a sophisticated engagement with modern science and colonial society. Protestant Christianity, for its part, entered the period of total British colonization having spread in Burma for over seventy years and having gone from being an ignored port city faith of a few foreigners to an increasingly popular and domesticated Burmese religion.

To understand this kinesis, I look between the lines and beyond the texts. To explore the entanglements between Buddhists and Christians—as well as people who do not fit easily into these categories—I focus on the religious objects passed and pressed between them, actual artifacts and writings about artifacts. These objects are especially telling because the two dominant doctrinal traditions in this book, Theravada Buddhism and Baptist Christianity, both pay special attention to holy objects out of a shared concern with the way worldly materials can mediate a relationship with a central figure who is absent from this world. These traditions have long, complex, and separate histories with religious media that came into embodied contact with each other for the first time through the American mission to Burma. The Baptists and the Buddhists expected to have very different beliefs and practices from each other. The Buddhists assumed that the newly settled Americans would act like other foreigners residing in the country, such as the Portuguese, and keep their god and rituals to themselves. They were surprised, then, when the Baptists took a sustained interest in translating Christian scriptures into their languages and using terms associated with the Buddha to explain Christ’s teachings about salvation. Likewise, the Baptists anticipated that the Burmese would be stunned when they arrived with their demonstrations of how the Buddha was not really in Buddha statues. But the Burmese were long prepared for sophisticated debates about how even though the historical Buddha is long gone, special objects with special connections to him continue to have special powers.

As the Baptists soon learned, Theravada Buddhism teaches that the Buddha’s life on earth culminated in his parinirvana, his total enlightenment. After a career of teaching following his initial nirvana, Gotama Buddha was fully liberated from this realm of stress and suffering, called “samsara.” The Buddha’s achievement of parinirvana meant that he no longer generated the conditions to be reborn into samsara. Until the arrival of the next buddha, Maitreya, this world is without a living buddha.

Different schools of Buddhism have debated what the Buddha’s parinirvana really means. Buddhist scriptures tell of the Buddha refusing to answer questions about the existence of buddhas after death, including about whether a buddha exists after death, does not exist after death, both exists and does not exist after death, and neither exists nor does not exist after death.35 These unanswered questions have allowed for a wide range of interpretations of the Buddha’s presence and absence. Mahayana schools, for example, have developed complex theories about how and why the Buddha is an extraordinary being who still acts in this world. Mahayana, whose name translates as “greater vehicle,” sees its teachings as superior because they overcome a dualistic understanding of nirvana and samsara as separate and promise as the goal of religious striving the attainment of Buddhahood. Furthermore, Mahayana claims that the Buddha lived out a human life in a kind of show to help people see that his path is one that anyone can follow. This play at humanity, according to Mahayana doctrine, is an act of compassion by a very special being who skillfully customizes his teachings for different audiences.36 Likewise, the Buddha’s parinirvana was a compassionate act for those who would be more motivated to follow his teachings in his absence. For example, in the preeminent Mahayana text the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha says that for some people who think he is extinct, they will worship his remains and be inspired to follow his path.37 For those who are ready for advanced teachings, according to Mahayana, the Buddha can be understood as a continually active being who, along with a new pantheon of Bodhisattvas, can help them attain buddhahood. The Buddha and Bodhisattvas often do this as invisible presences who engage humans through special practices and objects. Indeed, the Lotus Sutra features teachings about how the Buddha continues to abide in this realm and gives explicit instructions for how the text itself should be engaged as a powerful actor helping beings on the path.

Theravada does not include these Mahayana doctrines about a continually active Buddha in this world. It distinguishes itself by maintaining a realist position that insists that the Buddha was a real (albeit extraordinary) human being who was really unbound from this world, which is also real (not a confused dualist construction). Theravada Buddhists, then, have a particular challenge of forming a relationship with the Buddha in his absence. One long-standing Theravada practice is the use of objects as tools for remembering the Buddha’s teachings and example. Theravada’s pragmatic side supports practitioners who employ materials such as texts, images, and shrines to help keep the Buddha’s revelations about suffering in mind and follow his path to freedom. This method assumes that these objects do not have independent agency, but that humans can find motivation in them for their own actions. The most beneficial actions are those focused on virtuous behavior and the realization of what the tradition calls the “Three Marks of Existence”: the truths of impermanence, suffering, and not-self.38 The Buddha instructed his followers to see that so much of what they perceive as permanent in the world is actually caused by conditions that are subject to change. He explained that they suffer because they cling to things thinking that they will give lasting pleasure and satisfaction, only to find them in flux. Furthermore, the Buddha taught his followers to understand all phenomena—including what they may have thought to be their soul—as not me, not mine. Nirvana comes from realizing these truths and breaking the bonds of attachment to the world. To find true happiness, one must let go.

At the same time, Theravada Buddhists have held on to objects. The most important of these objects are the bodily relics of the Buddha. Because these relics are materially composed of the Buddha’s body and extend his biography into the present, they address the challenge of the Buddha’s absence.39 Relics are simultaneously the real, continued presence of the Buddha in this world and a reminder of his absence from it. The most famous relics in Burma are the Buddha’s hairs, said to be enshrined in Shwedagon Pagoda in Yangon. Local traditions hold that these were the hairs that the Buddha gave to his very first lay disciples, the merchants named Tapussa and Bhallika in Pali sources. These merchants encountered the Buddha after his enlightenment and offered him sweets and rice, his very first meal after his glorious realization of nirvana. In return, the Buddha offered them some of his wisdom, which inspired the merchants to take refuge in him and his teachings. As they were leaving, the Buddha stroked his head and gave them eight hairs. In the accounts from Burma, these merchants were traveling from lower Burma, so when they returned home and enshrined the hairs, they created the earth’s first reliquary monument.40 Shwedagon is therefore celebrated for possessing the first relics of the Buddha after his enlightenment, which are enshrined in the first reliquary on earth by the first lay disciples.

Importantly, these relics are not just inanimate remains of a dead master used to remember his instructions for letting go of attachments to the material world. Like other relics in Buddhism, these relics, being an extension of the Buddha himself, have special powers. In a spectacular episode of Shwedagon’s pagoda story, after some of the hairs were stolen on their journey back to Burma, they astounded the merchants by materializing in the reliquary casket. These relics appear to have moved through walls or bilocated, two of the superpowers attained by the Buddha and advanced practitioners, according to Theravada and other Buddhist traditions. Like the Buddha when he was alive, his relics have the ability to perform extraordinary acts for the benefit of his followers.

Bodily relics are not the only objects in Theravada Buddhism with these kinds of special abilities. Theravada Buddhism has long held that there are four types of objects that contain some of the Buddha’s power (called ānubhāva in Pali): monuments with bodily relics, monuments that contain items that the Buddha used (such as his begging bowl), monuments built over sacred texts or simply the texts themselves, and monuments with consecrated objects like Buddha images. These monuments are known as cetiya in Pali and zedi in Burmese.41 While the Buddha himself is absent in these monuments, they are still understood to contain his power because of the extraordinary objects they contain and the ritual processes like consecration that endow them with the Buddha’s presence.42

As I detail in this book, Baptist missionaries visiting Shwedagon Pagoda and other zedis in nineteenth-century Burma would interrogate devotees who were praying and making offerings. The missionaries would ask why they were acting as though they were in the presence of a man who died over two thousand years ago. Some devotees would explain that they were honoring the absent Buddha’s teachings while others would say that the Buddha was present in that monument. This paradox of absence and presence was not entirely foreign to the American Protestants; they, too, had a complicated history with this kind of conundrum.

A core paradox of Christianity is God’s simultaneous presence and absence. The tradition holds that God created heaven and earth, but that he was not created; therefore, he is fundamentally different from the material of his creation. In Christ, God became materially present in this world, but, in Christ’s death, God is again absent. The Holy Spirit, the third person of the Trinity, continues to act in this world, but humans do not interact with the Holy Spirit in a corporeal way as they did with Christ. Until Christ’s second coming, humans have a mediated relationship with God through certain words, practices, and objects.43 For Christians like the American evangelists in Burma, sacraments like baptism and special objects like the bread and wine of the Lord’s Supper made present an intangible god.

American Baptists based their criticism of Buddhist material culture on biblical commandments to not have other gods or make idols, by which they meant manufactured objects that were worshipped as divine. When Adoniram Judson described the pagodas at Pagan as “idolatrous monuments,” he meant that all of their Buddha statues and paintings were worshipped images of a false god. Protestantism’s historic concern with images extends from non-Christian objects to objects that attempt to represent Jesus, God, and other occupants of heaven. Iconoclastic Protestant reformers argued that churches with artwork such as paintings and sculptures of Jesus and the saints broke God’s commandment against manufacturing idols. The American evangelists who left for Burma in the early nineteenth century were raised in a Calvinist form of Protestant Christianity that maintained a strict condemnation of religious artwork. John Calvin (1509–1564), the highly influential French Christian reformer, was a fierce opponent of religious imagery. He argued that humans who try to picture God ended up with a mental fiction, and that these imagined pictures are therefore idolatrous.44 The Puritans who established the congregations that the Judsons belonged to in Massachusetts in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century held a Calvinist theology and its requisite condemnation of religious imagery. The missionaries’ churches did not allow murals, stained-glass windows, or statues. The first missionaries to Burma had likely never once viewed a painting or an etching of Jesus.

In spite of the starkness of their churches, these Americans came from a culture alive with supernatural power. In the period between the American Revolution (1765–1791) and the Civil War (1861–1865), there was a popular belief in magic and the occult, as well in God’s mysterious ability to work miracles.45 And it was not just God who had the power to intervene in the material world; there was a pervasive sense of active invisible beings, especially the dead. Antebellum Americans used particular religious objects—including gravestones, portraits, embroidery, and hair jewelry—to communicate with loved ones after their death.46 Early in my research for this book, I chanced on two packets of hair in an otherwise typical archival folder containing the correspondence of Adoniram Judson’s third wife, Emily Chubbuck Judson. The locks of straight brown hair were labeled as Emily’s and dated from 1853, the year before her death, when she was back in the States from Burma and gravely ill. Beyond its collection and preservation, there is no evidence of how Emily’s hair was used. Still, it raises the question of how the Baptists who established the Burmese mission imagined special objects, perhaps including their own community’s hair relics, as capable of heavenly connections.

Like antebellum America, the Konbaung kingdom was animated by the dead and other invisible beings. Burmese culture is populated with beings called “nats,” which include gods like the divine characters in Buddhist literature as well as spirits with specific ties to Burmese landscapes and communities. Some nats are said to have once been humans who suffered especially violent deaths that prevented them from cycling through normal reincarnation processes; instead, they haunt the earth. These beings tend to dwell invisibly in trees, waterways, and hills and to intervene in human affairs when provoked. Humans build homes for them and other shrines, where they make propitiatory offerings such as food and flowers. As I examine in chapter 1, a distinguished set of these spirits bears a historical connection with the lineages of Burmese kings and monks who appease the spirits by ritually crafting and installing sculptures of them in monasteries and consecrating them as royal nats. Scholarship on Burmese religions has tended to separate Theravada Buddhism from what it used to call “animism.”47 The pervasive materiality of nat practices, however, demonstrates the inseparability of nats from Burmese Buddhism.48

The abundance of nat shrines and Buddha images initially overwhelmed and offended the American Baptists, who had been habituated to refuse religious imagery. “One’s first impressions,” wrote the American Baptist Howard Malcom of Shwedagon Pagoda in 1837, “are, what terrible grandeur—what sickening magnificence—what absurd imagery.”49 Over the course of the century, however, as the mission grew, the Baptists found themselves incorporating religious imagery. Meanwhile, as their kingdom collapsed, Burmese Buddhists engaged in their own debates about whether shrines and images were polluting a pure path to nirvana. This book explores the particular religious objects that helped make new relationships with God and the Buddha meaningful in light of concerns about their presence and absence. I showcase striking similarities in attitudes toward holy materials to consider how various communities engaged each other and the world around them in this period of dramatic change.
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The religious history this book tells is organized into four chapters, each of which focuses on one type of these holy materials. The chapters proceed somewhat chronologically, with the first exploring the religious books that shaped the earliest nineteenth-century encounters between American and Burmese communities, and the last scrutinizing the mission’s legacy as revealed in twenty-first-century Burmese religious portraits. The topics and sequence of the chapters also track the movements of Baptists toward engaging God through material things and of Buddhist experiments with shifting away from objects and even the Buddha himself. While the first chapter begins with immaterial, imagined books understood as righteous signs of God, the last chapter shows how colorful paintings of Jesus and the Judsons become powerful presences. The Burmese Buddhist books showcased in the first chapter are not confined to the imagination but are, rather, the most materially luxurious books that the kingdom produced en masse. The Buddhist sect I investigate in the penultimate chapter rejects these kinds of lavish productions, arguing that they are signs of corruption at a time when the people of Burma must purely focus on the ultimate truth realized by the Buddha. In between two-hundred-year-old books and contemporary paintings, I tell the story of the transformations of Baptist Christianity and Burmese Buddhism through attention to the schools and pagodas that hosted key parts of these tangled processes. I treat the school as an object instead of, say, a curriculum, because I argue that it was schools’ special supplies—such as globes and maps—that made Baptist education so popular, even among non-Christians. Likewise, I take up the pagoda as a fundamental object in this history because the Buddha relics and imagery it contains made it the most attractive site both for devotees seeking the presence of the Buddha and for evangelists preaching his absence. The four types of objects that form this book are intentionally heterogenous. By spotlighting seemingly disparate things, I reveal common ways that religious material culture was a powerful medium for social transformation.

The first chapter, “The Book: Religious Texts of Nineteenth-Century Burma,” investigates the fascination with tangible books and sacred histories that set the religious encounters of nineteenth-century Burma into motion. This chapter moves through three major concurrent religious developments: the Karen lost book legend that explained this influential minority community’s sudden and sweeping enthusiasm for Christianity by recounting a local legend about a lost sacred book and the white man prophesied to return it; the Baptist tracts that promoted Asian evangelism by asserting that Christ’s life story was buried in ancient Sanskrit manuscripts; and the militarization of Burma’s most beautiful book, the Kammavāca. These developments demonstrate that powerful religious books and their communities shaped this early period of conversion and resistance. For both Buddhists and Baptists, books acted as inanimate guides for understanding immaterial powers as well as animate forces in the material world.

Chapter 2, “The School: Models of Religious Imagination,” focuses on popular educational materials and schoolhouses in Christian and Buddhist communities in nineteenth-century Burma and features rare American and Burmese writing by and about women to consider why schools and education were so important to this period. American schools dominated British schools in number and influence and, even more curiously, were attractive among Burmese Buddhist communities, who seemed to want little to do with Christian missionaries otherwise. This chapter suggests that it was a fascination with the revelatory power of Baptist telescopes, globes, maps, and other new views of the world and its place in the universe that was crucial to making Christian education so popular in Burma. This examination of educational materials shows that Buddhists instilled pride in a newly asserted Burmese Theravada history, whereas Christians invited the adoption and expansion of increasingly powerful new cosmological visions and religious imaginations.50

The third chapter, “The Pagoda: Icons and Iconoclasm,” studies the pagoda—Burma’s most popular religious building—alongside the Paramat movement, a Buddhist sect that was critical of what it saw as excessive materiality in contemporary Burmese Buddhism. The Paramats fascinated Baptist missionaries with their iconoclastic rhetoric, which the Baptists took as evidence that the Buddhist country was giving way to Christianity. As this chapter demonstrates, Buddhist reformers engaged Americans in discussions of the Buddha’s total absence to elicit sympathy for their protests against royally sponsored monastic institutions and related material practices. This chapter pairs a study of the Baptist mission’s fixation on pagodas with the Paramats’ criticisms of Burmese religious material culture in order to illuminate a tension felt by both Baptists and Buddhists—a tension between the sense of extraordinary power in religious objects and the conviction that true salvation is not found in the material world. I show how this mysterious Paramat movement is an example of minority communities using religious objects to assert independent identities in this period of advancing British occupation.

I continue to explore political dimensions of religious materials in the fourth and final chapter, “The Portrait: American Jesus in Burma.” My analysis of religious portraits of the Judsons and of the larger context of the Buddhist visual culture in which they are displayed considers the development of Christian portraiture and its culmination in the 2013 bicentennial celebrations of the establishment of the American Baptist mission in Burma. This chapter draws on the fieldwork I conducted in Myanmar during these celebrations to study the legacy of the nineteenth-century mission and the ongoing ways in which Baptist minority communities understand the power of religious objects in their negotiation of the country’s politics. It attends to the specific material qualities of Christian images at memorial sites to consider how paintings of Jesus and the Judsons create distinct and globally networked Christian communities; and it argues that the Anglo-American style of Jesus and Judson imagery reveals a Baptist practice of marking themselves as distinct from Burmese Buddhists and their religious material culture. This act of distinction is informed by an understanding that, even in the vastly Buddhist country, Christianity is the most popular minority religion.51
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