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3) Interests and Perspectives of American Buddhists

I want to briefly mention a number of interests and
perspectives of American Buddhists that reflect the unique
cultural and historical context of contemporary American

Buddhism.

Is Buddhism a Religion?

Some Americans do not consider Buddhism to be a
religion in the sense that the term is used in the West. For
that reason they feel comfortable belonging to one of the
traditional Western religions and also identifying themselves
as Buddhists. Other Buddhists understand Buddhist
practice more in the mode of contemporary psychotherapy
than as a traditional religion. Particularly among many
American Buddhists of the Southern Buddhist tradition,
it is commonplace for Euro-American lay teachers to be
professional psychologists with their own private practices.

Buddhism and Science
Because of the cultural conflicts that historically took
place in the West between Christianity and science, from the
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time of the introduction of Buddhism into the West in the late 19th and
early 20th centuries, its proselytizers characterized Buddhism as being
scientific in nature or compatible with the latest worldviews of modern
science. This interest in the relationship between Buddhism and science
is an ongoing and vigorous one.

Socially Engaged Buddhism

A controversial aspect of American Buddhism is ‘socially engaged
Buddhism,” about which there has been ongoing vigorous debate. Most
but not all of the social activism engaged in by American Buddhists is
by laypeople and not by monastic communities per se. There are many
significant exceptions. Among the reasons for this strong interest is the
propensity in American society to help those one doesn’t know, often
before members of one’s own extended family. This is, of course, the
exact opposite of the Chinese Confucian extended family model of social
welfare.

American Buddhists have also shown considerable interest in the
relationship between the Buddhist ideal of respect for all sentient life,
environment problems, and global warming. To offer a few examples,
this manifests in Buddhist participation in the animal rights movement,
Buddhist efforts to educate about environmental and health benefits of
vegetarianism and veganism, and interest among some Buddhists in the
relation between increasing levels of consumption of meat and global
warming.

Because of the interest in Buddhist meditation in the West, Buddhist
activists often stress the importance of both of developing a proper state
of awareness and intention and also of doing a cause and effect analysis
before deciding on a path of social action.

4) Interreligious Dialogue

The Buddhist tradition of mutually respectful interreligious dialogue
that goes back to the Buddha himself continues in an active and vigorous
fashion among American Buddhists. The activity takes place on many
levels: academic, clergy to clergy, and between lay Buddhists and devotees
of other religious traditions. A journal of Buddhist-Christian Studies has
been published since 1981, and the Dharma Realm Buddhist University
has published a scholarly journal entitled Religion East and West since
2001. The City of Ten Thousand Buddhas in Ukiah and the Institute
for World Religions in Berkeley, California, regularly host inter-religious
events as do many other American Buddhist institutions. As early as the
1980s, the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua invited Catholic priests to hold
mass in the main Buddha Hall at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas, a
tradition that continues to the present day.

“The [DRBAS] Institute for World Religions is an educational and religious
center dedicated to the study of the Asian and Western religious and cultural
traditions. ...The Institute interprets essential aspects of Chinese culture and
religions for dialogue with the other major religions of the world. Dedicated
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to creating a sanctuary where one can engage in conversation about
theological principles, religious beliefs and spiritual practices, the Institute
encourages the interfaith search for universal values in an atmosphere of
cooperation and mutual respect. It aims to challenge the boundaries of
our minds and avoid attachment to narrow sectarian differences.”

Possibilities for Future Cooperation between the CBA and
American Buddhists and for Inter-religious Dialogue between

CBA and American Religious Groups

Here are just a few suggestions for future consideration.

I am impressed with the continuing improvement in both the quality
and quantity of Buddhist monastic education in China. Yet very little
is known about it in the West. American Buddhists would welcome
more opportunity to learn more and to have more personal contact with
Buddhists in China.

American Buddhists view Chinese Buddhism with great respect and
appreciation, yet they also realize that they will have to adapt Buddhism
to Western culture for it to truly take root in the West. For that reason, it
would be most helpful if Chinese monks who wish to come to the West
to teach Buddhism were well educated not only in the Buddhadharma
but also in both the English language and in Western culture.

Large segments of the American Buddhist population are not yet
entirely clear about the central role of the Sangha, moral precepts and
study of the Buddhist teachings in Buddhism. Given the emphasis on
these important matters by the CBA, the CBA has an opportunity to
help to educate and influence, in a wholesome and appropriate ways, the
course of American Buddhism. Thus CBA has an opportunity to teach
by example in encouraging visits by serious American practitioners to
outstanding Chinese Buddhist monastic communities.

Finally, I have been personally impressed by the teachings of the
great Chan Master Xu Yun that emphasize the role of Buddhism in
strengthening the wholesome strands of other religious and philosophical
traditions in China.

The Foundation for Successful Dialogue

The major world religions teach that all sustainable changes for
the better come from changes in the hearts of human beings and
not through external pressure. And so all dialogue, whether it be
interreligious dialogue or intra-Buddhist dialogue, must be based
on personal relations that are characterized by mutual respect and
loving compassion. All of us in the ACMFRE delegation have
come to China to learn out of an attitude of deep respect for
China and Chinese culture.

My teacher, the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua, summarized
in his Six Principles of the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas the
intentions that one can foster to reach an open and respectful
state of mind: 1) not contending, 2) not being greedy, 3) not
craving illicit gratification, 4) not being selfish, 5) not seeking

> Continued on page 27
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personal advantage, 6) not lying. And to help us do internal checks on our
own states of mind, he wrote the following verse:

Truly recognize your own faults; Don't discuss the faults of others; Others' faults
are just my own. Affirming our identity with all Is whar is meant by great
compassion.

Human beings are finite, and so there are limits to our understanding.
Thus one of the keys to successful dialogue is the humility born of knowing
the difference between what is right for me and works for me in my life and
claiming to know what is right for everyone.

In conclusion, I hope that you have found something useful in what I
have had to say today. Where I have made mistakes, please do not be polite;
[ sincerely welcome your corrections and constructive critique.

JANUARY 2010 Vaira BopHI SEA 27



