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In South East Asia today people of many religions are living together. Muslim countries and Buddhist countries share borders, but even within countries there are people of many religions living in close proximity to each other. For example, while Indonesia is a predominantly Muslim country there are also significant Hindu, Christian and Buddhist minorities. It is also interesting to note that historically Hinduism and Buddhism have been, at times, the dominant religions in Indonesia. One must also consider that while there have at times been violent sectarian conflicts, for most of the time people of various religions have lived together happily and in harmony.

In recent times capitalism and consumerism have come to dominate the world. Capitalism gives value only to the accumulation of material goods and monetary profit. It promotes greed and individualism at the expense of sharing and community. People come to see their value as individuals solely in terms of the money they can earn or the products they can buy.  Instead of seeking to help their neighbours, people try to get ahead of their neighbours and they will employ whatever means necessary to achieve this. Capitalism depends on greed, hatred and delusion in order to become entrenched in society and is thus at odds with the goals of Buddhism.

A result of the consumerism that dominates present day life is that people are cut off from meaningful relationships with those around them. Instead of relating to the people around them, their most meaningful relationships are with the products that they buy. Spirituality and religion can help people restore meaning to their lives and become connected again. I use the terms spirituality and religion together because spirituality is much broader and includes like-minded people who might not fit into an official religious category.

Given this, what can Buddhists contribute to promoting harmony and peaceful coexistence between Asian religions? 

It is a common misconception that Buddhism is concerned with the liberation of the individual quite separately from society. In South and South East Asia Buddhists have long been concerned with both the attainment of personal liberation and the maintenance of proper social order. Hence personal liberation and social justice are both integral parts of a Buddhist society. However, in many parts of Asia today Buddhism is only concerned with ritual and tradition and gives legitimacy to dictatorial regimes and transnational corporations. 

There is a need to practice Buddhism with a small “b” (Engaged Buddhism). This means concentrating on the true meaning of the Buddha’s teaching (nibbana or freedom) and being less concerned with myth, culture and ceremony. The wealth of choices that a consumer society offers is merely an illusion of freedom. For Buddhists the ideal of freedom is threefold: the first freedom is the freedom to be free from the insecurities and dangers of war, poverty, famine, etc. The second freedom is social freedom and the freedom from human oppression and exploitation; such a state presupposes tolerance, solidarity and benevolence. The third freedom is the freedom of the inner life, the freedom from mental suffering, from impurities of the mind that propel people to commit all kinds of evil.

The presence of Buddhist practitioners in society means the presence of wisdom, love and peace. The leaders of most societies are themselves confused and caught up in greed, hatred and delusion. If they do not have peace of mind how can they lead others? In Buddhism we say that the presence of one mindful person can have great influence on society and is thus very important. A Chinese sage said, “Whenever an enlightened person appears, the water in the rivers turns clearer and the plants grow greener.” Such awakened people must be able to respond to the culture and circumstances that they are in and envision and work for a society that unites humanity.

According to the Buddha’s teaching true happiness cannot be attained through the accumulation of material goods. Instead true happiness comes through training the mind and freeing oneself of the three poisons of greed, hatred and delusion. Success in the Buddhist world has little to do with the accumulation of material wealth or power. Instead success is overcoming these poisons of the mind and being awake. 

Engaged Buddhism has become a living alternative movement within Buddhism to put into practice the ideals of Buddhism and to allow more people to have access to an alternative conception of freedom. I am currently involved in the Ariyavinaya (noble discipline) project which aims to transform the sangha. Ariyavinaya refers to the code of conduct for monks and nuns and the importance of discipline in the lives of monks and nuns. In broader terms it links spiritual training and practical action. The Ariyavinaya project consists of a series of workshops that focus on how the Buddhist community can better meet the demands of structural violence and consumerism in society. The workshops emphasise the need for greater social engagement in monastic communities, an attention to gender issues in Buddhism, and alternative education. 

Buddhism also recognises that all things are interdependent. Things do not exist in and of themselves; Thich Nhat Hanh says things inter-are. With this understanding one cannot unsustainably exploit the Earth’s natural resources or continually pollute the Earth. One would know that because things are interconnected that acting in such a way is a foolish. However, the present dominance of science and technology, which serve as tools of capitalism, instead promotes the idea that we can control and master the Earth. The dominant scientific paradigm denies the interconnectedness of everything by compartmentalising knowledge. Mainstream education promotes cleverness rather than wisdom and understanding.

The point where religions can come together in Asia is in finding alternatives to consumerism and promoting ways of life that are ecologically sustainable and that allow people to develop their full potential as individuals. They can also promote education that develops the whole person rather than just developing compartmentalised thinking. The present mainstream education system serves to promote and reinforce the ideals of consumerism. The Spirit in Education Movement (SEM) in Siam seeks to counter the ideals of consumerism and instead educate people to be compassionate, productive members of society. 

The Children’s Village School in Siam is an alternative education community for children who have been orphaned or come from very poor families, some of which are abusive.  The founders of the school believe that each child can thrive and blossom when given enough love, attention, freedom, and the assurance that their basic needs will be met. Instead of a narrow focus on intellectual reason and skills for employment, alternative education engages the whole child, including will, heart and mind. The capacity for intellectual reason is only meaningful within the context of understanding and compassion for one’s community and the environment. The children at the school learn about self-government and environmental education through hands-on activities. The self-government system allows them to settle their own disputes, to propose, amend or annul rules and to decide on everyday matters of living together. Through natural and organic farming they learn about the balance of nature independent of any attempts to control and mismanage nature. The teachers at the Children’s Village School live, work and play with the students in a cooperative environment. 

This provides an important example of the way education can promote new ways of living that are harmonious with the environment and that create a culture of peace and non-violence. It is not possible to depend on one religion alone to achieve this change from a culture of consumerism and greed to a culture of peace and non-violence. Different religions can provide means that are appropriate to different cultures and the differing needs of individuals. Only with the cooperation of people from many countries and religions can such a change (in culture) come about.

We can also look at the examples of many Christians who see their faith and commitment to social justice as intertwined. The theologies of liberation articulated by Gustavo Gutteirez in Peru and many others in South and Central America are inspiring in their passionate commitment to the needs of the poor and oppressed in society. Their insistence on the application of religious beliefs to improve contemporary society has made many contributions to the field of social engagement and religion. The Quakers (The Religious Society of Friends) have also been a constant source of inspiration and support in my life and work as an engaged Buddhist. I have learned a great deal from them, especially from their honesty, simplicity and non-violence. They not only practice non-violence but also confront reality and oppose war in a non-violent way. They continue to play an important role in speaking truth to power and although the Quakers and Mennonites are few in number, these two peace churches are a model for us. We Buddhists often preach about non-violence but we have not confronted structural violence in a very meaningful way, especially in the age of globalisation, which promotes violence, greed and delusion skillfully via the mass media. 

Buddhism, and other religions, can play an important role in transforming the culture of consumerism, and its associated greed and violence, into a culture of compassion and peace. Religion can offer a wonderful alternative to the nihilism of consumerism. People of different religions and nationalities must cooperate together and share their experiences. In Buddhism we speak of kalyana mitta, good friends. We must understand and help each other. By sharing our experiences religions can find new ways to operate in the modern world while still keeping in touch with their traditions. The present domination of economic power can then give way to a moral and spiritual power from which the entire world can benefit.
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