What can Christians contribute to an understanding of Buddhism in Siam?

I am very grateful for the chance to address this question. The process of understanding the universal values inherent in all religions includes understanding the differences and unique strengths of each. Understanding and appreciating these differences while also accepting the process of change and transformation can lead to better cooperation and a renewed commitment to social justice. However, an article by Robert Traer in the recent book Toward a Global Civilazation?The Contribution of Religions cautions that by selectively extracting thoughts from religious teachings in order to show the similarity  of certain teachings that are deemed valuable is disresprectful to people who have a total commitment to all aspects of faith. Teachings must be understood within the larger context of faith and more important than the teachings are the believers and their daily application of the teachings. For communities of believers, religion is not just a resource for achieving a balanced, spiritual life, it is the essential ordering of all life. Traer suggests that we would gain more from talking about faith in a personal and experiential way rather than in a theoretical way.  This experiential approach to inter-religious dialogue, with its connections to flawed institutions, historical conflict, prejudice and so forth, is the place of meanigful exchange.  I hope this conference allows us to become more personally aware of each other’s call to faith.

Having said this, I will go on with the topic of what Buddhism can learn from Christianity. The most obvious contribution of Christianity to all religions is the model of the life of Jesus.  The two highest values in Buddhism, that of wisdom and compassion, are exemplified by his life and teachings.   The compassion of Jesus towards the sick and the poor and his ability to refrain from judgement parallel important qualities of the Buddha.  Historically, missionaries in Tibet agreed that the teachings of Christ were similar to those of the Buddha but they also saw Christianity as a superior and exclusive religion that had a monopoly on truth and morality. In this view, Buddhism was an inferior worldview of ignorance and superstition. Some missionaries harped on the absence of  God in Buddhism.  When Gautama Buddha became enlightened he was united with an ultimate reality and possessed godlike qualities but, like I said before, we should not jump to synthesizing unique aspects of different religions. Similarly the different conceptions of souls and the afterlife are  distinct aspects of faith,  and heaven and pure land should not be automatically equated.  If we allow ourselves to be comfortable with these differences, we may be able to have a richer understanding of divine understanding.  Thankfully the missionary perspective on the inferiority of non-Christian religions is no longer the reality and we can more forward as equal partners in a shared struggle.  

Although the scriptures about Jesus and the Buddha offer models of a spiritual way of life, they are also influenced by the cultural and historical factors which interpret them.  Buddhist scriptures have been approached critically from many persepectives including those focusing on race and gender.  Scriptures and teachings do not evolve in a vacuum and are deeply connected to social structures and violence and suffering committed in the name of faith cannot be ignored.

The Christian scriputures have also been critiqued and re-interpreted and this is a healthy process and, as I understand it, this is not only an academic or theological exercise, it is incorporated into daily practice and worship.  The process of critical analysis  does not take away from the value and truth of religion, it is necessary for its survival.  Openness to reinterpretations and criticism is not just an exercise for religious institutions or authorities, it is a process that must also go on within us. Acknowledging our own prejudices and insecurities is part of our growth and adds to our humanity and ability to connect with others.  When I was at the UN Summit for Spiritual and Religious Leaders I was struck by the arrogance of most of the leaders. Each person was primarily concerned with his or her time at the microphone and the opportunity to give an uninterrupted monologue.  Although this is sometimes inevitable in large conferences, it also speaks to the shift in priorities that occurs when so-called spiriual leaders have an inflated sense of self and ego. Those of us in this field are particularly vulnerable to delusions of grandeur and often, to loneliness. In a Buddhist worldview, kalayanamitta, good friends, are crucial to spiritual growth.  Friends are the only people who can give us the criticism and the support that we need to transcend our own limitiations and can comfort us if we fail.   If we become so self-absorbed that we do not have kalayanamitta in our lives, we stagnate and hide in complacency and self-righteousness.

The Theravada Buddhist community in Siam is going through a period of reinterpretation and growth, along with the turmoil and uncertainty which accompanies growth. Although there are Buddhist nuns in Japan, Taiwan, Korea, and Tibet, there is only a weak female monastic presence in Siam.  There is currently a movement to re-establish the bhikkhuni, or ordained female tradition in Siam.   The  status of women who wish to ordain is low and very few nuns have the opportunity for higher study in the dhamma or secular subjects.   Oftentimes, nuns are reduced to serving the needs of monks and must do the cooking and cleaning at the monastery. A nuns college has been formed and this is a valuable step to empowering women and nuns, but many people in leadership are not ready for a change in the structure of ordination and a change in the relationships between bhikkhus (monks) and bhikkhunis. The government does not provide ordained women with the benefits of free transportation and health care as allowed for monks and does not give them the political right to vote that is the right of laypeople.  

Three years ago in Sri Lanka, the Theravada bhikkhuni lineage was restablished after a 900 year absence and Sri Lankan bhikkhunis are already respected in society, well-educated in secular and religious disciplines, and  involved in community projects. As ethnic conflicts continue in Sri Lanka, female monastics are an important force for peace-building.  Similarly, the ordained women in the Christian tradition who are involved in socially engaged projects are part of the ideal we hope for in Siam.  This ideal is extended to monks as well. It is not enough to focus on meditation and self-purification while others are suffering and structural violence is perpetuated throughout the world.  Isolation cannot lead to inner contentment and ordained people must directly work to lessen the suffering of others, both materially and spiritually.  In January of this year, the Ariya-Vinaya confrence was held in Siam. Fifty representatives from around the world, including monks, nuns, academics, economists, and artists gathered to discuss the  ways to make Buddhism a more engaged faith that is confronting the challenges of poverty, violence, consumerism etc. There was a very thoughtful Christian who participated in the conference and her contribution was significant.

The need for reform with the sangha, the Pali term for the monastic community, was emphasized and there was a consensus that there need to be guidelines for the monastic community and technology, entertainment, finances and community involvement.  On the one hand, puritanical views about monastic life often lead to backlash and corruption.   On the other hand, the monastic community should set moral examples for the rest of society and show that a life based on material consumption is not the only option.  The film, “The Cup” is about teenage monks who orchestrate a plan to watch the World Cup final on television and can be seen from both perspectives.  The young monks appear more motivated by television than by anything in the monastery and do not see the value in following rules and this demonstrates the influence of technology and entertainment. But in the final scene it is clear that the values of friendship and cooperation among the monks is more important than a distant soccer match. 

The Quakers, officially known as the Religious Society of Friends, have been a constant source of inspiration and support in my life and my 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 globalization which promotes violence, greed, and delusion skillfully via the mass media.

One of the biggest challenges all religious communities must tackle is the question of structure and hierarchy. For many Buddhist believers, the hierarchical structure means that relations between ordained people and laypeople are based on sacrifice and superstition, rather than cooperation. Community festivals are one way to foster cooperation and celebration. Three months ago, I took part in a forest robes ceremony at Wat Padad, a forest monastery located three hours from Chiang Mai.  The religious ceremony was part of a two day village festival held at the monastery and included foodstalls , handicraft demonstrations, games organized by the local school and a children’s dance performance.  For a brief time, the monastery was again the central space and there was sense of pride in local traditions and a respect for nature as a symbol of the history of the community. This sense of community interconnectedness and respect for nature is difficult to cultivate in a consumeristic world where individual  wants are supreme.  Constant desire and a loss of control over individual and communal circumstance are marked effects of life in the 21st century. Amidst this feeling of chaos comes a great need for spirituality and religion. I use both of these terms because spirituality is much broader than any religious insitution and is a way to connect with likeminded people who may not fall into an official religious category. 

We, the communities of likeminded people must unite because the time is ripe for bringing discussions of spirituality into the worlds of econcomic development and education. The Spirit in Education movement  (SEM) in Bangkok has recently opened a new office in Chiang Rai, in the north of Siam, and will work to connect with organizations and individuals interested in progressive and environmental education. SEM is also trying to build an alternative education resource center.

I have been inspired by many Christians who have seen their commitment to faith as intertwined with their commitment to social justice. The theologies of liberation articulated by Gustavo Guttierrez 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 soicety. Their insistence on the application of religious beliefs to improve contemporary society has made many contributions to the field of social engagement and religion. Similarly the dialogue among leaders in the Christian community, and those practicing liberation theology about topics such as Marxism, economic justice, and social responsibility have allowed Christianity to grow.   John Cobb of the Methodist tradition has helped me much on the issue of social justice and his books and committed actions continue to inspire me. The same is true of my friend Donald Swearer whose work on Theravada Buddhism is insightful in its comparative Buddhist-Christian approach.  I am lucky to be able to meet old friends and teachers, and meet new ones,  every two years as part of the Buddhist-Christian Dialogues.

The Christian socialist tradition of Reinhold Niebuhr and his critique of both capitalism and Marxism is still applicable today. In his book The Children of the Light he wrote that one Marxist illusion is “that the inclination of men to take advantage of eah other is a corruption which was introduced into history by the institution of proporty. It therefore assumes that the socialization of property will eliminate egotism.” He goes on to say, “ A second source of Marxist illusion is its belief that the ownership of property is the sole and only source of economic power”.  From a Buddhist persective, private property is not the primary source of egotism. Pride, craving, and attachment are internal qualities that exist with and without private property. External factors are manifestations of internal chaos, but material change does not necesarrily lead to inner transformation.  Buddhism says we must tackle these inner obstacles nonviolently and patiently.  Similarly, cultivating compassion in all relationships is necessary for a change in oppressive power structures.  Focusing only on equality in distribution does not entail a change in the relationship between producer and consumer. Buddhism advocates a change in the way we view and appreciate material goods and understand the co-arising of mind and matter. 

Economic power is not the only source of power and  we all have the power to cause suffering in relationships and cannot atribute this only to the social structure.  The need for power stems from a desire to feel superior in the vain quest to establish a unique self. Buddhism teaches that there is no such thing as the isolated self, our entire reality is made up of non-self elements. The well-known Vietnamese monk, Thich Naht Hanh calls this concept “ Interbeing”. From this perspective of Interbeing we are all both the oppressor and the oppressed, the producer and the consumer, the Buddhist and the Christian, and our worldview cannot be dichotomized to only include one aspect of our reality. Economic relations have come to dominate all other relations forcing people to define themselves by how much they own— including money, things, and people. When we define ourselves as part of a web of relationships, the quality of our interactions and freedom from hatred, greed, and delusion emerge as the highest values of existence.


Interreligious exchanges like this one are beneficial reminders that although this view of success and happiness seems intangible and a far cry from the goals of corporate globalization, there are many people on similar journeys. With kalyanamitta the transformation from “having” to “being” becomes easier and our purpose---- to extend the spirit of compassion and justice to others---becomes clear.
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