Buddhism and Modernity:

An Ancient Tradition Faces the Twenty-first Century
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A: we begin a new millennium, our societies are entering into
n unprecedented state of interconnectedness. Sometimes
called the “globalization of the world,” this concept implies a closely
interrelated society with no separate cultures, separate countries or
separate peoples. Everything interlinks and in a sense homogenizes.
While globalization has a good side—it instills a sense of shared
humanity and helps to break down generations of prejudice and
suspicion—it also has a rather frightening shadow side. The values,
ideals and principles that drive this interconnected world are greed
and desire. Selfishness and self-interest, the desire to acquire and
have, are fast becoming universal norms. If, on the other hand,
values of virtue and compassion become the central focus and
organizing principles of societies worldwide, this too will exert a
powerful influence of equal magnitude. I believe that most of the
major problems we face worldwide are due to unrestrained greed
and desire.

Buddhism, although an ancient spiritual teaching, offers
systematic and viable answers to some of the most intractable
problems we will address in this millennium: poverty, environmental
degradation, overpopulation, economic maldistribution, civil wars,
terrorism and technological power outstripping our ethical wisdom
to control it. I wish to explore how Buddhist values intersect with
four critical concepts of the world—individualism, science, freedom
and morality—so that I can demonstrate how the Buddhist teachings
can be central to solving our world’s core issues.

The value of individualism has been spreading throughout the
world in the last thirty to forty years and is perhaps the single most
influential concept today. In short, individualism defines every person
as an autonomous entity operating automatically, as if everyone were
a self-contained monad living in a social vacuum. We are located in
our own universe, a world that each of us considers to be our own.
Within that inviolable space, we make our own decisions based on
self-centered criteria and believe that we each have an inalienable
right to pursue and fulfill our own needs and desires. Greed is good,
natural, even healthy from within this solipsistic perspective, since it
advances the ambitions and cravings of the ego.
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A lecture given by Douglas Powers on November 20, 1997, as part of the Institute for World Religions Fall Faculty Lecture Series.
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The idea of the individual has so captured the imagination and
become enthroned in the body civic that it is nearly impossible for
anyone to argue against it. We have taken the Renaissance concept
of “man as the measure of all things” ad extremis, to an absurdity
where it seems as though the individual has become the final arbiter
of reality, and the final goal of existence is to have one’s own desires
met. The logical outcome of a life founded on such a premise is
precisely what we see before us: restless people frantically vying to
accumulate wealth and distract themselves with entertainment.

More and more we find ourselves living, as one philosopher put it

. a particular contemporary nihilism: a dream of wanting where
everything wanted is finally worthless.” If you view yourself as an
isolated individual, operating autonomously, doing whatever you
feel like doing, then it’s clear that you will feel alienated from other
people. Moreover, you will feel alienated from nature, and ultimately
even from yourself. Nihilism and hedonism thus come to define the
contemporary landscape and delimit its possible lifestyles.

This deep-seated sense of alienation makes people feel bored,
anxious and unhappy; it stirs all kinds of negative emotions: ennui,
apathy, despondency, loathing, frustration always on the verge of
anger and alternating mood swings between agitated highs and empty
lows. A culture ripened by individualism leaves only one available
antidote to the self-estrangement it generates: entertainment. As soon
as we feel the slightest bit of boredom or anxiety, we turn something
on. We turn on the television or the computer, hop into the car,
or call somebody up on the telephone. We grope for some quick
way to distract ourselves, to flood our gnawing “disease” in a shower
of sensory data that overwhelm our other emotions of boredom
and anxiety. In a very real way, seeking these external stimuli is an
attempt to turn the self on—to catalyze a sense of spirit in what has
become a hollow shell.

This unreflective way of being has increased to a kind of fevered
pitch. The pace of life is so quickened and driven that we always feel
behind, tired and yet strangely never satisfied. Relationships stagnate
and eventually are replaced by technological substitutes: interactive
television, websites, video games and soon the equivalent of George
Orwell’s “feelies”—totally interactive fantasy media. In the next
few years, most American living rooms will have a high-definition
television with five hundred channels—since thirty six channels is
already inadequate to meet our ever-escalating desires. If we stand
back and view this phenomenon from a clinical perspective, the
conclusion is unavoidable: we are witnessing all the symptoms
of addiction. There are many different kinds of addiction: drugs,
alcohol, gambling, sex and even entertainment. Albeit a legal and
socially sanctioned addiction, entertainment works as all addictions
do: one needs more of it to keep the “high” from slipping away,
which it inexorably does. All addictions are basically deflections,

avoidance, attempts to find pleasure by distracting the attention from
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what burdens or distresses. We want to avoid anxiety, avoid our
fears, avoid responsibility. Yet, ironically, as long as the modern
world keeps turning its senses outward in an attempt to deal
with the basic issues of life, all prospects for relief only become
more elusive. It is something of a contradiction that we hope to
find ourselves by avoiding ourselves.

Buddhism deals with this issue in a way quite different
from most other approaches. It “returns the light to illumine
within.” In other words, we use the mind to look back into its
source rather than out through the senses for distractions and
entertainment. Buddhism does teach a kind of individualism.
But Buddhist individualism differs in important ways from
the individualism of the market. It is an individualism of
responsibility, not desire. Buddhist individualism is based on
the principle that only you can work out your own karma—
that each of us has a unique history that we alone created and
that we alone are responsible for.

The karmic patterns of our existence, though they touch
and interact with the larger web of life, are radically our own;
society as a whole isn’t responsible for them. The patterns that
lie before us, the conditions that most fundamentally shape
us—including the suffering that we experience—all reflect the
entirety of our own causes and effects and result from our own
decisions. Buddhist individualism is rooted in the Buddhas
teaching that if we all look deeply enough into our own true
nature, we'll find the Buddha nature. In other words, in the
deepest, essential sense, all of us are Buddhas.

Ultimately, we share the same substance. Because I have a
certain history, I manifest differently from you. Any appearance
of difference or uniqueness is simply due to the variations in
karma we create. It is intriguing that part of Buddhism’s current
popularity stems from its emphasis on the individual working
out his or her own liberation. Yet, this focus on the individual
doesn’t leave a person isolated and alone in an artificial self—
which, in the modern world, is where everyone stops. If you
think the artificial self is all there is, then of course you're going
to feel lonely, bored, alienated and empty. It is interesting to
note that it was just this confused belief in the artificial self that
Buddha referred to as the source of suffering (dukkha).

In the Mahayana sutras, like the Avatamsaka, the Buddha
describes a universe that is karmically interconnected, like a vast
net of inter reflecting jewels. When we act in a compassionate
way, that compassion vibrates throughout the entire universe.
When we mindfully connect to Guanyin Bodhisattva (the
enlightened being of great compassion), we connect to and
interact with a universal vibration of compassion. Conversely,
when we commitan act of killing, the killing vibrates throughout

and affects the entire universe. %D To be continued
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