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                             Buddhism in the West

Here we are in the West, going on the year 2007, receiving all these wonderful teachings from living Traditions.  What will we do with them?  

Every time Buddhism moves to another culture it has undergone some refinement.  Certain elements have been left behind, and certain key features were not only preserved and transmitted, we can even say they were given new life.  (witness Bodhidharma going to China).

Consciously or not we are now in the process of creating an American Buddhism.  The lines of transmission are clear, and we will be seeing over the coming years what presentation of what teachings and practices will actually reach people, benefit them, and transform lives for the better.

I'm convinced that with the many resources we have that there is a tradition that will resonate with everyone (at least one).   And then, once the ‘honeymoon period’ in  receiving these traditions is over, we’ll surely see even more clearly and have a better idea of how to apply and benefit from the teachings.  We’ll also know what we should preserve and pass along to the next generation.

Non-Sectarian Buddhism

In Tibet, in the 19th century, a non-sectarian (‘Rime’) movement developed. The idea was to be established firmly in one’s own tradition, while learning about and benefiting as much as possible from the teachings of other schools.   I think this kind of non-sectarian approach can take root in this country.  People in the West, and in America in particular have the potential, because of something in our national character, to be able to make use of a broad range of teachings.

A Western non sectarian movement would be different, however, because instead of the four or five main Tibetan schools co-existing, and people learning from each, here it will be the Zen, Theravada, Tibetan and Pure Land and other of this world’s religious teachings that are learned from and benefited from… People will still be grounded in one approach that suits them, and they will be able to receive these many sources of enrichment.

In America, we now have the equivalent of Orthodox Christianity here in Buddhism.  What they have in common with strict traditionalists in other religions is that they deny every other approach.  In some cases they even deny teachings that are very similar to their own. 

And so we have at this  time - Orthodox Theravada, Orthodox Zen, Orthodox Tibetan Buddhism.  We're still in the process, apparently of working out what suits us best.  For the most part however, the Orthodoxy that we've inherited has been this way, quite defined (or restricted, depending on  how you look at it) for a long time prior to coming to this culture and this country.

From my own side, I have the utmost respect for these traditions and the many great teachers they have produced, and so what I say next should not be taken in any way as a criticism.  What follows is just my own attempt to describe these traditions that developed separately from each other as they are now, with an eye to the future of Buddhism in the West.

Respectfully, here are few observations about the three main Buddhist traditions that are making their way now to the West:

The Tibetan Buddhist lineages, for all their richness, have not, historically, drawn on the fundamental teachings of the Buddha from Theravada sources.  The practices of these sacred teachings may be even stronger if they did.  Imagine that.  Everything would flourish.

Of course people could say (and have said) that these teachings and lineages are complete in themselves, needing nothing, but ‘the proof’s in the pudding’, no?

Other examples of how the different Traditions could gain from each other: 

Teachers and practitioners of the Theravada teachings, though they practice the cultivation of loving kindness, have not usually studied and practiced Thought Training teachings from the Tibetan Tradition; 

And though they extensively study and practice meditation, historically they have seldom studied and  benefited from the teachings of Zen lineages that have a great wealth of material on calm and insight.

Each approach, while being potentially complete in itself, can also benefit from other contemplative traditions.  What one tradition has emphasized and developed extensively can be shared.  

For example, people who practice a lot of meditation (like those of the Zen traditions) perhaps will have the most to gain from hearing the viewpoints of other schools.  If what they hear or read is of no use, it will be 'washed away', forgotten, but if it can be helpful, it can make a big difference for them.

I think it's beginning to happen in Zen communities that other schools teachings are being learned and applied, but this is just the start.

Westerners and Prayer 

The practice of prayer comes naturally for many in the West, and the idea of serving others is there in us as well, powerfully.  This is one of the reasons Tibetan Traditions have caught on as they have in this country.  With their emphasis on compassion, sacrificing the ego and dedicating oneself to others, Americans find a match for what many of us already have in us, on account of our Western religious heritage.  

Because of our often understandable estrangement from organized religion (read: Christianity) for many reasons, we've just been lacking the framework to think about and the methods to put in to practice our noble religious motivations.  Buddhism is providing these things for many people.  

One thing that does seem odd to me though, these days, is how little Westerners who practice Buddhism know about our own religious heritage, and the many parallels that can be found.

It's ironic that Western Buddhists pray to Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and to Buddhist saints for blessings, for protection, for inspiration and for healing, without seeing the parallels that Western Traditions have in them. Catholics, for example, have a rich tradition of praying to (or through) Saints.  

It's ironic to me that some feel at home making offerings and praying to the Buddhist Saints, without accessing sources that could be considered 'nearer at hand' so to speak.

One day, I'm sure, Western Buddhists will include the person of Jesus, chief among Western Bodhisattvas, among the sources of blessings that can be invoked.

The West - Compared to Eastern Cultures

The fact that Buddhist teachers are moving from East to West highlights some of the differences between our cultures.  For one thing, modern Westerners don't have very much of a conception of other worlds besides the material.  In contrast, Asian cultures' view of life includes other worlds, other dimensions that influence their lives.

What we look at in Eastern Cultures and call 'Ancestor Worship' could perhaps better be called 'Honoring the Ancestors'.  There are pictures of relatives on family altars, and many homes have a book with the names or their relatives going back generations.  Every time someone is born, or 

someone passes away, and every time someone marries, it is entered in this record.  

Ancestors are honored, and their protection and wisdom is sought regularly (such as at the beginning of the Lunar New Year) and when there is some pressing need.

When I lived in Taiwan, one of the first things I noticed was that people were making public offerings, of chicken, fruit, rice crackers and incense, on tables set up in front of their homes and businesses, to what they call 'local spirits'.  Offerings are made with prayers for success in business, and for protection.

People in Taiwan frequently go to temple to make offerings and to pray for success or for guidance in business or relationships.  I also sensed that a much higher percentage of people there consult fortune tellers (it's not considered as much as a 'fringe' activity - it is much more mainstream).  And, in Taipei, there are many small temples dedicated to Buddhas, or Gods or Goddesses and Bodhisattvas (helping spirits) that have specific purposes (for example: to help get pregnant, or to pass an exam). 

There is a temple dedicated to Confucious that receives offerings around exam time.  People photocopy student Id's and leave the copy with an offering at these temples.

In Asian cultures, people make offerings to appease ghosts, or spirits who would otherwise cause harm, especially during 'Ghost Month'.  Some people even conduct 'Spirit Marriages' to pacify the spirit of someone who died before getting married… 

I say all this only to point out how culture is a whole way of looking at this world we live in, and the influences, for better and for worse that can effect our lives.  

In the East, the concept of other worlds influencing this one is woven throughout people's everyday lives. We don't have this idea nearly as much in the modern Western world view.

In Catholicism, people pray to (or through) a vast array of Saints.  They recognize the existence of Angels, and a Hierarchy of Spirits, and helpers, 

Jesus and Mary being foremost among them.  In other centuries and other countries, people had more recourse to help from the so called 'other side'.

Remarkably, in our modern Western culture that we've lost this sense of other worlds and the beings and life forces that are available to assist us in our lives.

Prayer of all types calls on something greater than ourselves (or how we conceive of ourselves).  It opens a channel between the worlds so that life and light can come through.  Even if we are just saying, 'I pray I will be able to… stop smoking… to give up drinking… I pray I will have enough energy to accomplish this purpose…' we are referring to something greater, some…potential…

If it is true that we can tap in to powers beyond our usual abilities, and that we can transmit helpful, healing energies, then why would anyone choose not to pray?

Perhaps overcoming disbelief happens slowly.  In a materialistic society, Spirit and more subtle truths are denied, in many ways, from many directions, every day, until it is the dominant view that such things do not exist, and all possibilities (and I do mean all) are temporarily shut out.

Here I can only encourage (or implore) people to experiment honestly, as experience of spiritual truth is the only antidote to such harsh, anti-life materialism.

Some people say we don't need traditions, but it remains true (and to be seen for oneself) that there is an abundance of resources available to us; energies, unique qualities to match our needs, and these have been preserved and transmitted and added to over generations in Traditions. 

Reading the prayers from the various traditions (the essential expressions, both in terms of the ideas of the tradition and the energy of it) can help us to most quickly find what is suitable for us individually.  This is vital for our own lives and the life of this world.

The purpose of Traditions, is to benefit and  to assist our reaching the Ultimate, the Source of all traditions, our true home, and living from there, and with that as a basis.

Oh, Good-hearted people! - I urge you to search out Traditions and methods to see what is effective for you - what riches there are for you, what powers that can help you and can help you to help others; what clarifies and can heal, and then share from this abundance that you find with others - with friends, family, strangers, with the whole world!

Imagine an underwater system of channels

one channel opens

and the stream of cool, pure water can be felt moving through

felt all the way back to its source

Contacting a spiritual tradition can be this way

the clean, clear life moving through

felt in this very place, and known to its origin

Teachers, practitioners, deities, protector spirits

virtues faithfully maintained

and given forward through lives

We are welcomed by this, our family

They are eager to assist the awakening life

the heart becomes very quiet watching this work

this far reaching, unceasing compassion

They speak behind their words

move behind the curtains of form

in silence, shaping

All of this is given to you, it is immanent

the life within the life


