A Christian looks respectfully upon Buddhism  
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My years as a Christian priest working with parishes in the cultural mix of North London have brought me awareness of the growing popularity of Buddhism. This and other Eastern religions appear to be attracting a good number of open-minded and spiritually hungry people, not least, nearer to home, in Brighton and Hove. The opening up of world religions to Western enquirers through the internet and the moral cause of Tibet underlined through films like ‘Kundun’ and ‘Seven Years in Tibet’ and the high moral standing of the Dalai Lama contribute to this heightened interest.

Through several conversations with new converts I detect their admiration for the agnosticism of most Buddhist traditions about the supernatural and the existence of God. There is attraction in owning the evident challenge of Buddhism in the face of the materialistic priorities of Western society. The release of energy attained through the practice of detachment is a powerful feature. Those attracted onto the many meditation courses on offer also seem to be motivated by the need to handle time pressures. 

The Dalai Lama speaks of such pressures as follows: if you look at life in an urban community, it seems as if every aspect of a person’s life has to be so precise, designed like a screw that has to fit exactly in the hole. In some sense, you have no control over your own life. In order to survive, you have to follow this pattern and the pace that is set for you.

It is this engagement of Buddhism and eastern religions with people at their point of need that presents Christianity with a robust challenge. How much spiritual energy is evident in our Churches? How much intellectual rigour and spiritual depth? Are Christians any more freed from control by the pace of life than the next man or woman? Are churches places to learn the ‘how’ of prayer?

Interfaith dialogue works best with conversations that run ‘Yes, but’. In the dialogue with Buddhism Christianity says a big ‘Yes’ to the concerns for the freeing and enlarging of the human heart evident in Buddhist traditions. The emphasis upon single-mindedness, compassion and spiritual friendship is wholly familiar. 

Some of the problems for Christians with Buddhism can be well illustrated by the different approach to death, which in turn affects the way the two religions appear to address - or fail to address - the problems of time pressure familiar in the West. 

Christians believe in a God who in principle has made eternity accessible already through the death and resurrection of his Son, Jesus Christ. Death is transfigured for believers into something wonderfully personal, the entry into fellowship with a God whose love is demonstrably more powerful than the grave. 

Some Buddhism traditions in contrast seem less concerned about death on account of belief in reincarnation. There is agnosticism about any personal focus to ultimate reality, as well as about the existence of any supernatural or metaphysical realm. Buddhism is said by some to be presented in the West in a tailored fashion, shorn of the death rituals to be found occasionally, as in for example the Tibetan Book of the Dead. In any event the law of ‘karma’ leading to reincarnation somewhat denies the gravity and finality of death, as owned by Christians.

A Christian analysis would recognise the repressed fear of death as being behind so much of the hurry in the post-Christian societies. This fear, coupled to the endless opportunities open to people in the West, makes them hungry to cover as much ground as they can in the short time they have upon the earth. The Christian response to time pressure is therefore evangelisation in the sense of pointing to Jesus Christ, risen from the dead. It is the eternal perspective opened up to faith through the Risen Lord that ideally releases believers from much hurry and worry to live more deeply with an eye to eternity.

The practice of  Buddhism, especially meditation, seems to focus on achieving escape from time pressures through the development of detachment . The releasing of regrets from the past and anxieties about the future is effected by the development of detachment and loss of desire. Nirvana is actually the final extinguishing of the flame of desire. 

It seems as if the way of Buddhism is a way out of temporal concerns as distinct from the Christian emphasis on finding a way through in union with Christ. The finding of this way involves Christians in a more positive view of suffering and death, as illuminated by God’s own involvement there in the Christian revelation.

The new converts to Buddhism seem to be attracted by the moral seriousness of their new philosophy as a way of life and suspect the Church of ritualism. They see Christians worshipping Sunday by Sunday but have not come to recognise Christianity as a serious and demanding way of life. The Church has been perceived as social body with rituals which ranks the ‘how to’ of spirituality as a lesser priority.

In all of this the summary line seems to be that people are looking for integrity and authenticity in religion. They are more likely to be attracted to a faith that rings true in the example and holiness of its adherents and the connection between that faith and the pressures of life.

With the decline of religion in the West people have had their sights lowered from eternity. Life is a rush down the long corridor of time, furiously opening and closing doors, with great anxiety about the last door. 

In this regard William James once wrote of religion:

‘The sovereign cure for worry is religious faith. The turbulent billows of the fretful surface leave the deep parts of the ocean undisturbed, and to him who has a hold of vaster and more permanent realities, the hourly vicissitudes of his personal destiny seem relatively insignificant things’.

Could it be that the grasp of these ‘vaster and more permanent realities’ is seen to be more evident in atheistic Buddhism than in Christianity? Here lies the challenge and it is one for the churches to gain new depths through a fresh anointing from the Holy Spirit and a renewed discipling their members, that they may be more conformed to ‘the measure of the stature of the fullness of Christ’  Ephesians 4:13
