Monks in the West Conference
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At one of our business meetings, I had heard how Ajahn Jotipalo was
invited to go to an inter-religious monastic conference at CT'TB. I was
not initially interested and didn’t give it another thought; however, a
few weeks later Rev. Heng Sure asked our community if there might
be another senior monk who had an interest in participating in the
conference. The question was raised to the community, “Who would
like to go?” No one seemed interested, so I decided to volunteer.
After all I was, I said encouragingly to myself, raised as a Christian
and I spent time at a Trappist monastery as a youth and had admired
the Desert Fathers (the early Christian monks). I should go.

Fifteen monastics wound up attending the conference: seven
catholic monks and eight Buddhist monks, all from different
traditions. Reverend Heng Sure from Berkeley Buddhist Monastery
served as the conference facilitator, and made it clear there was no
overly defined agenda; thus, the conference could unfold organically.
There was something refreshing about knowing we were going to
be creating this conference ourselves, especially since our group was
such a diverse bunch: on the catholic side, Trappists, Benedictines,
and Camaldolese; and on the Buddhist side, Theravadans, Chan

monks, and two schools of Zen.
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Each day we had both a meditation period and Catholic mass,
and the rest of the time was filled with discussions on various
themes. Although there were differences in our views and beliefs, I
was struck by each monk’s ability to listen respectfully to the others
and offer meaningful feedback.

A different monk introduced the discussion theme for each
session. He would tell a story or relate an experience he thought
the group would find meaningful, and then discussion would
unfold spontanecously. The openness of this format encouraged
authenticity of expression and enabled us to relate our experiences
in a natural way. Our conversations covered so much ground that
in an article of this length I can only summarize. Health care, the
use of technology, the challenges of midlife crisis and “monastic
burnout”: these were some of the topics discussed. Each monk
also talked about the monastic form of the tradition he followed
and how it might be affected by the modern era. In addition, one
day we had the opportunity to answer questions from CTTB high
school students.

The most important benefit of these discussions for me was the
realization that my tradition is not alone in the challenges it faces:
hundreds if not thousands of monks throughout North America
have the same concerns as I do. As the conference progressed, a
certain harmony evolved--not as a result of our emphasizing the
similarities of our beliefs, (that can only lead to distortion), but as
a result of our willingness to accept each other’s differences. Often
the discussion focused on the challenges and problems we faced,
and because these were remarkably similar, we were left with the
feeling of profound commonality despite our different beliefs and
goals. Thus, it was very easy for us to empathize with one another.
The awareness of our differences naturally did come up from time
to time, but in an atmosphere of such mutual respect this was not a
problem. In fact it caused hardly a hiccup in the discussion.

Dialogue can be a tricky business. We have to be true to
ourselves, to our own beliefs and understanding; but at the same
time we need to have the humility to acknowledge the folly of
holding rigid views, and to see how this sort of rigidity impedes
our own spiritual progress and leads to an arrogance which renders
authentic dialog impossible.

The Buddha spoke in the Canki Sutta of the five grounds for
conviction, each being a potential foundation for delusion if held
wrongly. The five are: faith (‘it’s true because I have faith”); approval
(‘it’s true simply because I like it’); oral tradition (‘it’s true because
it's been passed down orally or because the texts say it is true’);
reasoned cogitation (‘it’s true because I've hammered it out through
reason’); and reflective acceptance of a view (accepting a view after

thinking it over). In the Buddha’s own words: “Something may be
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fully accepted out of faith, yet it may be empty, hollow, and false; but
something else may not be fully accepted out of faith, yet it may be
factual, true and unmistaken. Something may be fully approved of...
well transmitted...well cogitated...well reflected upon, yet it may be
empty, hollow and false; but something else may not be well reflected
upon, yet it may be factual, true, and unmistaken. [Under these
conditions] it is not proper for a wise man who preserves truth to
come to the definite conclusion: ‘Only this is true, anything else is
wrong.”

He says further: “If a person has faith, he preserves truth when
he says : ‘My faith is thus’; but he does not yet come to the definite
conclusion: ‘Only this is true, anything else is wrong.’. If a person
approves of something...if he receives an oral tradition...if he [reaches
a conclusion based on] reasoned cogitation...if he gains a reflective
acceptance of a view, he preserves truth when he says: ‘My reflective
acceptance of a view is thus.” but he does not yet come to the definite
conclusion: ‘Only this is true, anything else is wrong.” In this way...
there is the preservation of truth...”

When we encounter others with different views, we need to do so
with respect. We need to have the humility to acknowledge the fallible
nature of views and opinions. Many of us are raised to see those who
are different as a threat; but if we are going to live harmoniously with
each other in such a broad and diverse world, we must learn how
to relate in a shared space. Differences needn’t be denied. What is
important is that both sides feel safe to be who they are and to express
what they truly believe.

When we are able to listen to and respect one another fully,
we find a similarity in our common humanity that surpasses any
differences in view. Tightly clung to views lead to conflict and strife,
and sometimes even to war; and yet often, over time, our perspectives
evolve and change. Ideas are deceptive. By dwelling on our different
beliefs, we overlook what we share in common--which is something
far more meaningful and pervasive than the mind attached to views
can recognize. Our capacity to respect others, to acknowledge and
try to understand their moral battles and victories, even when their
beliefs are different from our own, can be a source of inspiration
regardless of one’s creed.

I am profoundly grateful to the CTTB community for hosting
us during those few days. I am also grateful to Reverend Heng
Sure, and to all the monastics whose attendance at the conference
made it possible. Inter-religious conferences are a lot more valuable

than I realized. I now see them in a new light--one much brighter

than before. &
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