DALAI LAMA ¢ Buddhism, Christianity, and the Prospects for World Religion

consensus, it will produce two significant benefits.
First, only by such assessment, I feel, can a person
acquire ‘ownership’ of her religious hypothesis.
That is, only by such an assessment can she insure
herself that her belief is not solely the product of
environmental conditioning. Second, such an
assessment should lead all concerned to be more
tolerant of those with whom they ultimately dis-
agree. And in an age where radical religious exclu-
sivism again threatens world peace, I believe such
tolerance to be of inestimable value.

This does not mean, let me again emphasize
in closing, that the consideration of Ql—the
consideration of the conditions under which a
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religious hypothesis can be rationally affirmed—
is unimportant or even less important than the
consideration of Q2. It is crucial that we recog-
nize who must actually shoulder the ‘burden of
proof’ in this context. And we need to thank
Reformed exclusivists for helping us think more
clearly about this matter. But I fear that a preoc-
cupation with Q1 can keep us from seeing the
importance of Q2—the consideration of the
basis upon which we choose the hypothesis to
be defended—and the comparative assessments
of hypotheses to which such consideration leads
us. And we need to thank pluralists such as
Hick for drawing our attention to this fact.

IX.4 Buddhism, Christianity, and the
Prospects for World Religion

DALAI LAMA

Dalai Lama, originally Tenzin Gyatso (1935-

), the spiritual and temporal head of Tibet,

was born in China. In 1937 he was designated the fourteenth Dalai Lama, but his right
to rule was delayed until 1950. An ardent advocate of nonviolent liberation, he was awarded
the Nobel Prize for Peace in 1989. In this selection he responds to questions from Jose Ignacio
Cabezon on the possibility of a religious integration of Buddhism and Christianity. The Dalai
Lama (referred to as ‘His Holiness’) doesn’t think such an integration is possible, for there are
unique features in these religions that cannot be compromised without loss of identity. But he
argues that all the major religions have much in common. They aim at the same goal of per-
manent happiness, and all encourage moral integrity. These common concerns should enable
people of all faiths to find common ground in building a better world of peace and justice.

Question: Do you see any possibility of an
integration of Christianity and Buddhism in the
West? An overall religion for Western society?

His Holiness: It depends upon what you
mean by integration. If you mean by this the pos-
sibility of the integration of Buddhism and Chris-
tianity within a society, where they co-exist side
by side, then I would answer affirmatively. If,
however, your view of integration envisions all
of society following some sort of composite reli-
gion which is neither pure Buddhism nor pure

Christianity, then I would have to consider this
form of integration implausible. J
It is, of course, quite possible for a country to'
be predominantly Christian, and yet that some of
the people of that country choose to follow Bud-
dhism. I think it is quite possible that a person
who is basically a Christian, who accepts the
idea of a God, who believes in God, could at
the same time incorporate certain Buddhist
ideas and techniques into his/her practice. The
teachings of love, compassion, and kindness are

Reprinted from The Bodhgaya Interviews, ed. Jose Ignacio Cabezon (Snow Lion Publications, 1988) by

permission.
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present in Christianity and also in Buddhism. Par-
ticularly in the Bodhisattva vehicle there are many
techniques which focus on developing compas-
sion, kindness, etc. These are things which can
be practiced at the same time by Christians and
by Buddhists. While remaining committed-to
Christianity it is quite conceivable that a person
may choose to undergo training in meditation,
concentration, and onepointedness of mind,
that, while remaining a Christian, one may

choose to practice Buddhist ideas. This is another,

possible and very viable kind of integration.

Question: Is there any conflict between the
Buddhist teachings and the idea of a creator
God who exists independently from us?

His Holiness: 1f we view the world’s religions'
from the widest possible viewpoint, and examine
their ultimate goal, we find that all of the major
world religions, whether Christianity or Islam,
Hinduism or Buddhism, are directed to the
achievement of permanent human happiness.
They are all directed toward that goal. All religions
emphasize the fact that the true follower must be
honest and gentle, in other words, that a truly reli-
gious person must always strive_to_be a better
human being. To this end, the different world’s
religions teach different doctrines which will help
transform the person. In this regard, all religions
are the same, there is no conflict. This is some-
thing we must emphasize. We must consider the

question of religious diversity from 4zs viewpoint. ;

And when we do, we find no conflict.

Now from the philosophical point of view,
the theory that God is the creator, is almighty
and permanent, is in contradiction to the Bud-
dhist teachings. From this point of view there is
disagreement. For Buddhists, the universe has
no first cause and hence no creator, nor can
there be such a thing as a permanent, primor-
dially pure being. So, of course, doctrinally,
there is conflict. The views are opposite to one
another. But if we consider the purpose of these
different philosophies, then we see that they are
the same. This is my belief

Different kinds of food have different tastes:
one may be very hot, one may be very sour, and
one very sweet. They are opposite tastes, they con-
flict. But whether a dish is concocted to taste
sweet, sour or hot, it is nonetheless made in this

way so as to taste good. Some people prefer very
spicy hot foods with a lot of chili peppers. Many
Indians and Tibetans have a liking for such dishes.
Others are very fond of bland tasting foods. It is a
wonderful thing to have variety. It is an expresswn'
of individuality; it is a personal thing.

Likewise, the variety of the different world
religious philosophies is a very useful and beauti-
ful thing. For certain people, the idea of God as
creator and of everything depending on his will
is beneficial and soothing, and so for that person
such a doctrine is worthwhile. For someone else,
the idea that there is no creator, that ultimately,
one is oneself the creator—in that everything
depends upon oneself—is more appropriate. For
certain people, it may be a more effective method
of spiritual growth, it may be more beneficial. For
such persons, this idea is better and for the other
type of person, the other idea is more suitable.
You see, there is no conflict, no problem. This
is my belief.

Now conflicting doctrines are something
which is not unknown even within Buddhism
itself. The Mdhyamikas and Cittaratrins, two
Buddhist philosophical subschools, accept the
theory of emptiness. The Vaibhsikas and Sautfn-
tikas, two others, accept another theory, the
theory of selflessness, which, strictly speaking, is
not the same as the doctrine of emptiness as pos-
ited by the two higher schools. So there exists this
difference, some schools accepting the emptiness
of phenomena and others not. There also exists a
difference as regards the way in which the two
upper schools explain the doctrine of emptiness.
For the Cittamtrinsamtrins, emptiness is set
forth in terms of the non-duality of subject and
object. The Mdhyamikas, however, repudiate
the notion that emptiness is tantamount to ideal-
ism, the claim that everything is of the nature of
mind. So you see, even within Buddhism, the
Mdhyamikas and Cittaratrins schools are in con-
flict. The Middhyamikas are again divided into
Prsangikas and Svtantrikas, and between these
two sub-schools there is also conflict. The latter
accept that things exist by virtue of an inherent
characteristic, while the former do not.

So you see, conflict in the philosophical field
is nothing to be surprised at. It exists within Bud-
dhism itself. ...
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Question: 1 would like to know the role that
consciousness plays in the process of reincarnation.

His Holiness: In general, there are different
levels of consciousness. The more rough or gross
levels of consciousness are very heavily depen-
dent upon the physical or material sphere. Since
one’s own physical aggregate (the body) changes
from birth to birth, so too do these gross levels
of consciousness. The more subtle the level of con-
sciousness, however, the more independent of the
physical sphere and hence the more likely that it
will remain from one life to the next. But in gen-
eral, whether more subtle or more gross, all levels
of consciousness are of the same nature.

Qmnestion: It is generally said that teachers of
other religions, no matter how great, cannot
attain liberation without turning to the Buddhist
path. Now suppose there is a great teacher, say he
is a Saivite, and suppose he upholds very strict
discipline and is totally dedicated to other people
all of the time, always giving of himself. Is this
person, simply because he follows Siva, incapable
of attaining liberation, and if so, what can be
done to help him?

His Holiness: During the Buddha’s own
time, there were many non-Buddhist teachers
whom the Buddha could not help, for whom he
could do nothing. So he just let them be.

The Buddha Skyamuni was an extraordinary
being, he was the manifestation (nirmnakya),
the physical appearance, of an already enlightened
being. But while some people recognized him as
a Buddha, others regarded him as a black magi-
cian with strange and evil powers. So, you see,
even the Buddha Skyamuni himself was not
accepted as an enlightened being by all of his con-
temporaries. Different human beings have differ-
ent mental predispositions, and there are cases
when even the Buddha himself could not do
much to overcome these—there was a limit.

Now today, the followers of Siva have their
own religious practices and they reap some bene-
3t from engaging in their own forms of worship.
Through this, their life will gradually change.
Now my own position on this question is that
Sivaji’s followers should practice according to
zheir own beliefs and traditions, Christians must
genuinely and sincerely follow what they believe,
znd so forth. That is sufficient.
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Question: But they will not attain liberation!

His Holiness: We Buddhists ourselves will
not be liberated at once. In our own case, it
will take time. Gradually we will be able to
reach moksa or nirvma, but the majority of Bud-
dhists will not achieve this within their own life-
times. So there’s no hurry. If Buddhists
themselves have to wait, perhaps many lifetimes,
for their goal, why should we expect that it be dif-
ferent for non-Buddhists? So, you see, nothing
much can be done.

Suppose, for example, you try to convert
someone from another religion to the Buddhist
religion, and you argue with them trying to con-
vince them of the inferiority of their position.
And suppose you do not succeed, suppose they
do not become Buddhist. On the one hand,
you have failed in your task, and on the other
hand, you may have weakened the trust they
have in their own religion, so that they may
come to doubt their own faith. What have you
accomplished by all this? It is of no use. When
we come into contact with the followers of differ-
ent religions, we should not argue. Instead, we
should advise them to follow their own beliefs
as sincerely and as truthfully as possible. For if
they do so, they will no doubt reap certain bene-
fir. Of this there is no doubt. Even in the imme-
diate future.they.will be-able.to achieve more

This is the way I usually act in such matters, it
is my belief. When I meet the followers of differ-
ent religions, I always praise them, for it is
enough, it is sufficient, that they are following
the moral teachings that are emphasized in
every religion. It is enough, as I mentioned ear-
lier, that they are trying to become better
human beings. This in itselfis very good and wor-
thy of praise.

Question: But is it only the Buddha who can
be the ultimate source of refuge?

His Holiness: Here, you see, it is necessary to
examine what is meant by liberation or salvation.
Liberation in which “a mind that understands the
sphere of reality annihilates all defilements in the
sphere of reality” is a state that only Buddhists
can accomplish. This kind of moksa or nirvna
is only explained in the Buddhist scriptures, and
is achieved only through Buddhist practice.
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According to certain religions, however, salvation
is a place, a beautiful paradise, like a peaceful val-
ley. To attain such a state as this, to achieve such a
state of moksa, does not require the practice of
emptiness, the understanding of reality. In Bud-
dhism itself, we believe that through the accumu-
lation of merit one can obtain rebirth in heavenly
paradises like Tusita. . ..

Question: Could you please give us some
brief advice which we can take with us into our
daily lives?

His Holiness: 1 don’t know, I don’t really have
that much to say—UI’ll simply say this. We are all
human beings, and from this point of view we
are the same. We all want happiness, and we. do
not want suffering. If we consider this point, we
will find that there are no differences between peo-

ple of different faiths, races ,.color or cultures. We

all have this common wish for happiness.

Actually, we Buddhists are supposed to save
all sentient beings, but practically speaking, this
may be too broad a notion for most people. In
any case, we must at least think in terms of helping
all human beings. This is very important. Even if
we cannot think in terms of sentient beings inhab-
iting different worlds, we should nonetheless think
in terms of the human beings on our own planet.
To do this is to take a practical approach to the
problem. It is necessary to help others, not only
in our prayers, but in our daily lives. If we find
we cannot help another, the least we can do is to
desist from harming them. We must not cheat
others or lie to them. We must be honest human
beings, sincere human beings.

On a very practical level, such attitudes are
things which we need. Whether one is a believer,
a religious person, or not, is another matter. Sim-
ply as an inhabitant of the worl
the human family, we need thi
tude. It is through such an _zy;tmudc _that real and
lasting world peace and harmony can be achieved.
Through harmony, friendship, and respecting one
another, we can solve many problems. Through
such means, it is possible to overcome problems
in the right way, without difficulties.

This is what I believe, and wherever I go,
whether it be to a communist country like the
Soviet Union or Mongolia, or to a capitalist and
democratic country like the United States and

the countries of Western Europe, I express this
same message. This is my advice, my suggestion.
It is what I feel. I myself practice this as much as I
can. If you find you agree with me, and you find
some value in what I have said, then it has been
worthwhile.

You see, sometimes religious persons, people
who are genuinely engaged in the practice of reli-
gion, withdraw from the sphere of human activ-
ity. In my opinion, this is not good. It is not
right. But I should qualify this. In certain cases,
when a person genuinely wishes to engage in
intensive meditation, for example when someone
wishes to attain samatha, then it is alright to seek
isolation for certain limited periods of time. But
such cases are by far the exception, and the vast
majority of us must work out a genuine religious
practice within the context of human society.

In Buddhism, both learning and practice are
extremely important and they must go hand in
hand. Without knowledge, just.to rely on faith,
faith and more.faith is. good.but not.sufficient.
So the intellectual part must definitely be present.
At the same time, strictly intellectual develop-
ment without faith and practice, is also of no
use. It is necessary to combine knowledge born
from study with sincere practice in our daily
lives. These two must go together. ...

Qunestion: The Christian notion of God is
that He is omniscient, all-compassionate, all-
powerful, and the creator. The Buddhist notion
of Buddha is the same, except that He is not
the Creator. To what extent does the Buddha
exist apart from our minds, as the Christians
believe their God to?

His Holiness: There are two ways of inter-
preting this question. The general question is
whether the Buddha is a separate thing from
mind. Now in one sense, this could be asking
whether or not the Buddha is a phenomenon
imputed or labelled by mind, and of course all
phenomena in this sense must be said to be
labelled by name and conceptual thought. The
Buddha is not a separate phenomenon from
mind because our minds impute or label Him
by means of words and conceptual thought.

In another sense, the question could be ask-
ing about the relationship of buddhahood to our
own minds, and in this sense we must say that
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buddhahood, or the state of a buddha, is the
object to be attained by us. Buddhahood is the
resultant object of refuge. Our minds are related
to buddhahood (they are not separate from bud-
dhahood) in the sense that this is something that
we will gradually attain by the systematic purifica-
tion of our minds. Hence, by purifying our minds
step by step, we will eventually attain the state of
buddhahood. And that buddha which we will
eventually become is of the same continuity as
ourselves. But that buddha which we will become
is different, for example, from Skyamuni Buddha.
They are two distinct persons. We cannot attain
Skyamuni Buddha’s enlightenment, because that
is His own individual thing.

If instead the question is referring to whether
or not our minds are separate from the state of
buddhahood, and if we take Buddhahood to
refer to the essential purity of the mind, then of
course this is something which we possess even
now. Even today, our minds have the nature of
essential purity. This is something called the
“buddha nature.” The very nature of the mind,
the mere quality of knowledge and clarity with-
out being affected by conceptual thoughts, that
too we may call “buddha nature.” To be exact,
it is the innermost clear light mind which is called
the “buddha nature.”

Question: When creating merit, one must
acknowledge that Christians create merit as well
as Buddhists, so that the whole source of merit can-
not reside solely in the object, i.e., Buddha or God,
to which one is making offerings. This leads me to
think that the source of merit is in our own minds.
Could you please comment on this?

His Holiness: The main thing is motivation,
but probably there is some difference in regard
to the object to which one makes offering and
so forth. The pure motivation must, however,
be based on reasoning, that is, it must be verified
by valid cognition; it must be unmistaken. But no
doubt that the main point is the motivation.

For example, when we generate great com-
passion we take as our object sentient beings.
But it is not due to anything on the side of sen-
tient beings, on the part of sentient beings, that
great compassion is special. It is not due to any
blessing from sentient beings that great compas-
sion is special. Nonetheless, when we meditate
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in this way on great compassion and we generate
it from our hearts, we know that there is a tre-
mendous amount of benefit that results from
this. This is not, however, due to anything
from the side of sentient beings, from the object
of the great compassion. It is simply by thinking
of the kindness of sentient beings and so forth
that we generate great compassion and that ben-
efit comes, but not due to the blessing of (or any-
thing inherent in) sentient beings themselves. So
strictly from the point of view of motivation,
from one’s own motivation, a great amount of
benefit can result, isn’t it so?

Likewise, when we take the Buddha as our
object, if our motivation is that of great faith,
of very strong faith, and we make offerings and
so forth, then again, great benefit can result
from this. Although a suitable object is necessary,
that is, an object which, for example, has limitless
good qualities, nonetheless the principal thing is
our motivation, i.e., the strong faith. Still there
is probably some difference as regards the kind
of object to which one is making these offerings.

From one point of view, were sentient beings
not to exist, then we could not take them as our
object, and great compassion could not arise. So
from this perspective, the object is, once again,
very important. If suffering sentient beings did
not exist, compassion could never arise. So from
that point of view, the object, sentient beings, is
a special one. ...

Question: To what do you attribute the grow-
ing fascination in the West, especially in America,
with Eastern religions. I include many, many cults
and practices which are becoming extremely strong
in America. To what do you attribute, in this partic-
ular age, the reasons for this fascination, and would
you encourage people who are dissatisfied with
their own Western way of life, having been brought
up in the Mosaic religions (Christianity, Judaism
and Islam), dissatisfied with their lack of spiritual
refreshment, would you encourage them to search
further in their own religions or to look into Bud-
dhism as an alternative?

His Holiness: That’s a tricky question. Of
course, from the Buddhist viewpoint, we are all
human beings and we all have every right to
investigate either one’s own religion or another
religion. This is our right. I think that on the
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whole a comparative study of different religious
traditions is useful.

I generally believe that every major religion'

has the potential for giving any human_being

good advice; there is no_question that this is so.
But we must always keep in mind that different
individuals have different mental predispositions.
This means that for some individuals one reli-
gious system or philosophy will be more suitable
than another. The only way one can come to a

for oneself is through comparative M.‘,S,t,llﬂgy Hence,
we look-and study, and we find a teaching that
is.most suitable.to.our own taste. This, you see, R
is my feeling.

I cannot advise everyone to practice Bud-
dhism. That I cannot do. Certainly, for some
people the Buddhist religion or ideology is
most suitable, most effective. But that does not
mean it is suitable for a/l.

IX.5 God, Commitment, and Other Faiths:
Pluralism Versus Relativism

JOSEPH RUNZO

Joseph Runzo is professor of philosophy at Chapman University in Orange, California, and the
author of several works in the philosophy of religion. He has written the following abstract of

his article.

This paper addresses the challenge of the prob-
lem of religious pluralism: How can we remain
fully committed to our most basic truth-claims
about God and yet take full ‘account of the
claims of other world religious traditions? Six
possible " responses to this problem are
delineated and assessed.. Among the possible
responses, certain: strengths are ‘identified in
‘inclusivism, although they are rejected. Focus-
ing then on religious pluralism and religious rel-
ativism, - these “two  views " are extensively
‘compared and contrasted: Finally, Christian:rel-
ativism is defended on the grounds that it best
incorporates the strengths, without the salient
- weaknesses, of other possible responses to the
‘conflicting truth=claims of the world religions.

Cirises in religion historically precipitate revolutions
in religious thought. Today, the impressive piety
and evident rationality of the belief systems of
other religious traditions, inescapably confronts
Christians with a crisis—and a potential revolution.

How should Christians respond responsibly to the
conflicting claims of other faiths? More pointedly,
should Christians abjure traditional claims to the
one truth and the one way to salvation? As even
Descartes (rather quaintly) observes in his Discourse
on Method,

. I further recognised in the course of my travels
that all those whose sentiments are very contrary
to ours are yet not necessarily barbarians or sav-
ages, but may be possessed of reason in as great
or even a greater degree than ourselves. I also con-
sidered how very different the self-same man,
identical in mind and spirit, may become, accord-
ing as he is brought up from childhood amongst
the French or Germans, or has passed his whole
life amongst Chinese or cannibals.

Religious beliefs, like many philosophical orienta-
tions, seem largely an accident of birth. If you are
born in India, you are likely to be a Hindu; if
born in France, you are likely to be a Christian.
Moreover, on their own grounds, Buddhists
and Muslims and adherents of other great

Reprinted from Faith and Philosophy Vol. 5:4, October 1988 by permission. Endnotes deleted.




