Buddhism and Modernity:

An Ancient Tradition Faces the Twenty-first Century (Continued)
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One reason that the world is currently having so much trouble
getting secure moral bearings grows out of our changing
relationships to the monotheistic religions of Christianity, Judaism
and Islam. All the major religions, of course, have long-standing
and admirable ethical codes. But much of their difficulty in
providing a common moral ground stems from two factors:

1. They trace their origins and authority to a transcendent
divine being—a concept that is under siege in time of widespread
secularization and scientific empiricism. As people begin to believe
less in a God or a supernatural being, the morality connected to
that being simultaneously becomes suspect. Doubt grows into
disbelief, and soon the absence of a personal God undercuts any
firm sense of morality and virtue.

2. Each religion makes claims of exclusivity for its particular
belief system. Even when trying to be open minded and inclusive,
each historically and as a matter of dogma believes in its objective
superiority to all other religions. Thus, the good points of other
religions, such as their moral teachings, are often dismissed
outright or seen as incomplete expressions of the absolute truth of
one’s own faith, which is destined to replace them.

Buddhism, in its humanistic moral voice, meshes with the
modern more closely than an ethical system appealing to divine
authority. Its morality is something that we find within the human
experience and need not go beyond the human realm to be
plausible. Its precepts fall within the human experience of karma.
The Five Precepts, which comprise the foundation of Buddhism’s
moral code, exist to deal with the main issues and counteract the
real problems of human existence.

The appeal of Buddhist ethics is existential—virtue is reasserted
not as absolute or transcendent truth but as a pragmatic ground
from which to regulate human interaction. The vinaya (ethical
precepts) provides a criteria for human interaction, including
both the good and evil inclinations of human nature. The order
of the precepts are traditionally: no killing, no stealing, no sexual
misconduct, no false speech, and no intoxicants.

The first precept of not killing is basic to existence. Respecting the
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life of others is fundamental to any community. Not killing simply
permits other people and animals to exist, thus enabling them to
follow their own causes and conditions. Such understanding of a
mutual wish to live seems almost innate. In a more developed form,
this recognition matures into compassion and empathy for other
lives. This respect for life underpins the implied social contract
that binds us together and allows us to get along in this world. I
have respect for your life; you have respect for my life. As Albert
Schweitzer put it, “I am life that wills to live in the midst of life that
wills to live.” As a minimum requirement for our mutual existence,
reverence for life is not based on a faith in a transcendental truth.
It issues from the most immediate observation of our environment
and constitutes the sine qua non of human interaction.

The second precept is not stealing. Beyond its obvious meaning
of not taking what does not belong to you, the word “stealing”
on a deeper level refers to the coveting and envy we feel for what
other people have. If the spirit of the first precept prevails, then
the respect and empathy you feel for others lets you enjoy their
enjoyment of what they have. Compassion would not generate a
thought to take what others have. On the other hand, the Buddhist
precept of not stealing includes not hoarding or consuming more
than you need. If people follow this precept, the environmental
and economic implications of this concept would be profound.
Thus, although the precept relies on the individual to uphold it,
the chain reaction of cause and effect touches the entire social and
natural web.

The third precept addresses the power and potential confusions
around sexual desire. Sexual desire is a major driving force in
our lives. If we do not bring this desire under control, we can
have no freedom. Sexual misconduct wrecks relationships and
destroys families. It can bind people in confused and often abusive
relationships—physical, emotional, spiritual. Buddhism is very
clear on this point: to master one’s karma, one must be in control
of sexual desire. This departs significantly from the modern secular
view informed by Western psychology: that acting on desire
bestows freedom. The freedom of desire that is so emblematic of
modern thought, Buddhism sees as a formula for bondage.

The whole development of Western psychology from Freud to
the present has confused freedom with the release of desire. This
view lies at the heart of the modern free market economic way
of life. The promised gratification of desire sustains and propels
capitalism. Consumer products are rather coarsely presented as
thinly veiled surrogates for sexual pleasure. We seek to increase our
purchasing power so as to give free rein to acquisitive fantasies that
we believe hold the keys to our freedom. Money derives its power
from the access it gives to greater releases of this energy. This trend
favors the most primitive instinctual drives of mankind, and any
appeal made to nobler purposes meets with immediate cynicism
and dismissal. Buddhism bucks this trend by asserting quite
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unequivocally that genuine freedom is freedom from desire, and
that acting on desires simply prolongs dependency and bondage.

The fourth precept concerns honest speech. As any real
communication between people is based on honesty, honesty is
the foundation of any relationship. A relationship lacking in trust
and honesty drifts into uncertainty; everything is indeterminate,
unknown. There is no basis for communication, leaving every
aspect of the relationship open to manipulation and strategy.
If one is dishonest once in a relationship, the nature of that
relationship changes forever. There is always a little doubt, a slight
scar that never fully heals. This highlights the importance of virtue
as providing a place where a person can stand on solid ground
internally and be trusted by others. Honesty, however, goes beyond
grounding our interpersonal relationships. It also shapes our own
narrative voice and identity. It is only through being honest with
ourselves that we can make any headway on developing personal
wisdom and insight.

The fifth precept cautions against taking drugs and alcohol. This
warning does not stem from the puritanical fear that “somewhere,
someone is having a good time.” Rather, it represents a nurturing
impulse to safeguard clarity of mind, which is so essential to
insight and genuine knowledge. Most external chemicals change
our fundamental ability to concentrate and penetrate to our
essence. Instead of empowering or catalyzing inner energy, they
foster dependence on something external. Both the substance
and the function become habit forming. Even when the
experience of drugs and alcohol brings pleasure, it causes a sense
of inauthenticity, because the cause of the happiness is not really
our own awareness. The state is caused by something outside that
takes us over. Buddhism contends that our nature is basically
clear and complete; when we grasp and attach to limited states of
mind, we cloud over this natural enlightenment.

Thus, as we enter this unprecedented period of global
interconnectedness and material progress, we find ourselves
sorely challenged to turn this opportunity to our collective and
personal advantage. Many of the very values that have brought us
to this historical opening now threaten to undermine its promise.
Poverty, environmental degradation, overpopulation, economic
maldistribution, civil wars, terrorism and technological power
daily outstrip our ethical wisdom to control them. Ironically,
one of the most ancient spiritual philosophies, Buddhism, holds
out the brightest prospects for addressing the pressing issues of
modernity. In terms of individualism, science, freedom and
morality, Buddhism offers a unique analysis and creative potential
for reinterpreting these key elements so as to advance the human
condition rather than degrade it. Its basic ethical code can confront
and counteract the more destructive tendencies of human nature,
while at the same time liberate its fullest expression: enlightenment.
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