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Chapter Fifteen

TraE ROLE OF RevicIon

IN MobpeErRN SocIieTy

) IT 1s A SAD FACT OF MUMAN HISTORY THAT
religion has been a major soutce of conflict. Even today, indi-
viduals are killed, communities destroyed, and societies de-
stabilized as a result of religious bigotry and hatred. It is no
wonder that many question the place of religion in human so-
ciety. Yet when we think carefully, we find that conflict in the
name of religion arises from two principal sources. There is
that which arises simply as a result of religious diversity—the
doctrinal, cultural, and practical differences between one reli-
gion and another. Then there is the conflict that arises in the
context of political, economic, and other factors, mainly at the
institutional level. Interreligious harmony is the key to over-
coming conflict of the first sort. In the case of the second,
some other solution must be found. Secularization and in par-
ticular the separation of the religious hierarchy from the in-

stitutions of the state may go some way to reducing such
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institutional problems. Our concern in this chapter is with in-
terreligious harmony, however.

This is an important aspect of what I have called universal
responsibility. But before examining the matter in detail, it is
perhaps worth considering the question of whether religion is
really relevant in the modern world. Many people argue that it
is not.iNow I have observed that religious belief is not a pre-
condition either of ethical conduct or of happiness itselfr{l
have also suggested that whether a person practices religion or
not, the spiritual qualities of love and compassion, patience,
tolerance, forgiveness, humility, and so on are indispensable At
the same time, [ should make it clear that I believe that these

are most easily and effectively developed within the context of

religious practice. I also believe that when an individual sin- -

cerely practices religion, that individual will benefit enor-
mously. People who have developed a firm faith, grounded in
understanding and rooted in daily practice, are in general
much better at coping with adversity than those who have not.
11 am convinced, therefore, that religion has enormous poten-
tial to benefit humanity. Properly employed, it is an extremely
effective instrument for establishing human happiness.\In par-
ticular, it can play a leading role in encouraging people to de-
velop a sense of responsibility toward others and of the need to
be ethically disciplined.
On these grounds, therefore, I believe that religion is still
relevant today. But consider this too: some years ago, the body
of a Stone Age man was recovered from thie ice of the Euro-

pean Alps. Despite being more than five thousand years old, it
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was perfectly preserved. Even its clothes were largely intact. 1
remember thinking at the time that were it possible to bring
this individoal back to life for a day, we would find that we
have much in common with him. No doubt we would find
that he too was concerned for his family and loved ones, for
his health and so on. Differences of culture and expression
notwithstanding, we would still be able to identify with one
another on the level of feeling. And there could be no reason
to suppose any less concern with finding happiness and avoid-
ing suffering on his part than on ours. If religion, with its em-
phasis on overcoming suffering through the practice of ethical
discipline and cultivation of love and compassion, can be con-
ceived of as relevant in his time, it is hard to see why it should
not be equally so today. Granted that in the past the valae of
religion may have been more obvious in that human suffering
was more explicit due to the lack of modern facilities. But be--
cause we humans still suffer, albeit today this is experienced
more internally as mental and emotional affliction, and be-
cause religion in addition to its salvific truth claims is con-
cerned to help us overcome suffering, surely it must still be
relevant,

How then might we bring about the harmony that is neces-
sary to overcome interreligious conflict? As in the case of in-
dividuals engaged in the discipline of restraining their response
to negative thoughts and emotions and cultivating spiritual
qualities, the key lies in developing understanding. We must

first identify the factors that obstruct it. Then we must find

e
/Ways to overcome them.
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Perhaps the most significant obstruction to interreligious
harmony is lack of appreciation of the value of others’ faith
traditions, Until comparatively recently, communication be-
tween different cultures, even different commmunities, was slow
or nonexistent. For this reason, sympathy for other faith tradi-
tions was not necessarily very important—except of couise
where members of different religions lived side by side, But
this attitude is no longer viable. In today’s increasingly complex
and interdependent world, we are compelled to acknowledge
the existence of other cultures, different ethnic groups, and, of
course, other religious faiths. Whether we like it or not, most
of us now experience this diversity on a daily basis.

I'believe that the best way to overcome ignorance and bring
about understanding is through dialogue with members of
other faith traditions. This I see occurring in a number of dif-
ferent ways. Discussions among scholars in which the conver-
gence and perhaps more importantly the divergence between
different faith traditions are explored and appreciated are very
valuable. On another level, it is helpful when there are en-
counters between ordinary but practicing followers of differ-
ent religions in which each shares their experiences. This is
perhaps the most effective way of appreciating others’ teach-
ings. In my own case, for example, my meetings with the late
Thomas Metton, a Catholic monk of the Cistercian ordet,
were deeply inspiring. They helped me develop a profound ad-
miration for the teachings of Christianity. I also feel that occa-
sional meetings between religious leaders joining together to

pray for a common cause are extremely useful. The gathering
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at Assisi in Italy in 1986, when representatives of the world’s
major religions gathered to pray for peace, was, I believe,
tremendously beneficial to many religious believers insofar as it
symbolized the solidarity and a commitment to peace of all
those taking part.

Finally, T feel that the practice of members of different faith
traditions going on joint pilgrimages together can be very
helpful. It was in this spirit that in 1993 [ went to Lourdes, and
then to Jerusalem-—a site holy to three of the woild’s great re-
ligions. I have also paid visits to various Hindu, Islamic, Jain,
and Sikh shrines both in India and abroad. More recentlsr, fol-
léxving a seminar devoted to discussing and practicing medita-
tion in the Christian and Buddhist traditions, 1 joined an
historic pilgrimage of practitioners of both traditions in a pro-
gram of prayers, meditation, and dialogue under the Bodhi
tree at Bodh Gaya in India, This is one of Buddhism’s most im-
portant shrines.

When exchanges like these occur, followers of one tradition
will find that, just as in the case of their own, the teachings of
others faiths are a source both of spiritual inspiration and of
ethical guidance to their followers. It will also become clear
that irrespective of doctrinal and other differences, all the ma-
Jjor world religions are concerned with helping individuals to
become good human beings. All emphasize love and compas-
sion, patience, tolerance, forgiveness, humility, and so on, and
all are capable of helping individuals to develop these. More-
over, the example given by the foundess of each major religion

clearly demonstrates a concern for helping others find happi-
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ness through developing these qualities. So far as their own
lives were concerned, each conducted themselves with great
simplicity. Ethical discipline and love for all others was the hall-
mark of their lives. They did not live luxuriously like emper-
ors and kings. Instead, they voluntarily accepted suffering—
without consideration of the hardships involved—in order to
benefit humanity as a whole. In their teachings, all placed spe-
cial emphasis on developing love and compassion and re-
nouncing selfish desires. And each of them called on us to
transform our hearts and minds. Indeed, whether we have faith
ot not, all are worthy of our profound admiration.

At the same time as engaging in dialogue with followers of
other religions, we must, of course, implement in our daily life
the teachings of our own religion. Once we have experienced
the benefit of love and compassion, and of ethical discipline,
we will easily recognize the value of other’s teachings. But for
this, it is essential to realize that religious practice entails a ot
more than merely saying, “I believe” or, as in Buddhism, “1
take refuge.” There is also more to it than just visiting temples,
ot shrines, or churches. And taking religious teachings is of lit-
tle benefit if they do not enter the heart but remain at the level
of intellect alone. Simply relying on faith without understand-
ing and without implementation is of limited value. I often tell
‘Tibetans that carrying a mala (something like a rosary) does not
make a person a genuine religious practitioner. The efforts we
make sincerely to transform ourselves spiritually are what
make us genuine religious practitioners.

We come to see the overriding importance of genuine prac-
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tice when we recognize that, along with ignorance, individu-
als” unhealthy relationships with their beliefs i the other major
factor in religious disharmony. Far from applying the teachings
of their religion in our personal lives, we have a tendency to
use them to reinforce our self-centered attitudes, We relate to
our religion as something we own or as a label that separates us
from others. Surely this is misguided? Instead of using the nec—
tar of religion to purify the poisonous elements of our heatts
and minds, there is a danger when we think like this of using
these negative elements to poison the nectar of religion.

Yet we must acknowledge that this reflects another problem,
one which is implicit in all religions. I refer to the claims each
has of being the one “true” religion. How are we to resolve
this difficulty? It is true that from the point of view of the in-
dividual practitioner, it is essential to have z single~pointed
conunitment to one’s own faith. It is also true that this depends
on the deep conviction that one’s own path is the sole media-
tor of truth. But at the same time, we have to find some means
of reconciling this belief with the reality of a multiplicity of
similar claims. In practical terms, this involves individual prac-
titioners finding a way at least to accept the validity of
the teachings of other religions while maintaining a whole~
hearted commitment to their own. As far as the validity of the
metaphysical truth claims of a given religion is concerned, that
is of course the internal business of that particular tradition.

In my own case, T am convinced that Buddhism provides me
with the most effective framework within which to sitaate my P

efforts to develop spiritually through cultivating love and com-
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passion. At the same time, I must acknowledge that while
Buddhism represents the best path for me—that is, it suits my
character, my temperament, my inclinations, and my cultural
background—the same will be true of Christianity for Churis-
tians. Por them, Christianity is the best way. On the basis of my
conviction, I cannot, therefore, say that Buddhism is best for
everyone.

I often think of religion in terms of medicine for the human
spirit. Independent of its usage and suitability to a particular
individual in a particular condition, we really cannot judge a
medicine’s efficacy. We are fot justified in saying this medicine
is very good because of such and such ingredients. If you take
the patient and the medicine’s effect on that person out of the
equation, it hardly makes sense. What is relevant is to say that
in the case of this particular patient with his or her particular
illness, this medicine is the most effective. Similaly with dif-
ferent religious traditions, we can say that this one is most ef-
fective for this particular individual. But it is unhelpful to try to
argue on the basis of philosophy or metaphysics that one reli-
gion is better than another. The important thing is surely its ef-
fectiveness in individual cases.

My way to resolve the seeming contradiction between each
religion’s claim to “one truth and one religion” and the reality
of the multiplicity of faiths is thus to understand that in the
case of a single individual, there can indeed be only one truth,
one religion, However, from the perspective of human society
at Jarge, we must accept the concept of “many truths, many

religions.” To continue with our medical analogy, in the case of
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one particular patient, the suitable medicine is in fact the only
medicine, But clearly that does not mean that there may not be
other medicines suitable to other patients.

To my way of thinking, the diversity that exists among the
various religious traditions is enormously enriching, There is
thus no need to try to find ways of saying that ultimately all re-
ligions are the same. They are similar in that they all emphasize
the indispensability of love and compassion in the context of
ethical discipline. But to say this is not to say that they are all
essentially one. The contradictory understanding of creation
and beginninglessness articulated by Buddhism, Christianity,
and Hinduism, for example, means that in the end we have to
part conipany when it comes to metaphysical claims, in spite of
the many practical similarities that undoubtedly exist. These
contradictions may not be very important in the beginning
stages of religious practice. But as we advance along the path of
one tradition or another, we are compelled at some peint to
acknowledge fundamental differences. For example, the con-
cept of rebirth in Buddhism and various other ancient Indian
traditions may turn out to be incompatible with the Christian
idea of salvation. This need not be a cause for dismay, however.
Even within Buddhism itself, in the realm of metaphysics there
are diametrically opposing views. At the very least, such diver-
sity means that we have different frameworks within which to
locate ethical discipline and the development of spiritual val-
ues. That is why I do not advocate a “super” or a new “world”
religion. It would mean that we would lose the unique charac-

teristics of the different faith traditions.
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Some people, it is true, hold that the Buddhist concept of
shunyata, or emptiness, is ultimately the same as certain ap-
proaches to understanding the concept of God. Nevertheless,
there remain difficulties with this. The first is that while of
course we can interpret these concepts, to what extent can we
be faithful to the original teachings if we do so? There are
compelling similarities between the Mahayana Buddhist con-
cept of dharmakaya, sambogakaya, and nirmanakaya and the
Christian trinity of God as Father, Son, and Holy Spirit. But
to say, on the basis of this, that Buddhism and Christianity are
ultimately the same is to go a bit far, I think! As an old Tibetan
saying goes, we must beware of trying to put a yak’s head on a
sheep’s body—or vice versa.

What is required instead is that we develop a genuine sense
of religious pluralism in spite of the different claims of differ-
ent faith traditions. This is especially true if we are serious in
our respect for human rights as a universal principle. In this re-
gard, I find the concept of a world parliament of religions very
appealing. To begin with, the word “parliament” conveys a
sense of democracy, while the plural “religions” underlines the
importance of the principle of a multiplicity of faith tradi-
tions. The truly pluzalist perspective on religion which the idea
of such a parliament suggests could, I believe be, of great help.
It would avoid the extremes of religious bigotry on the one
hand, and the urge toward unmecessary syncretism on the
other.

Connected with this issue of interreligious harmony, I

should perhaps say something about religious conversion. This
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is a question which must be taken extremely seriously. It is es-
;sential to realize that the mere fact of conversion alone will not
make an individual a better person—that is to say, a more dis-
ciplined, a more compassionate, a more warm-hearted person.
Much more helpful, therefore, is for the individual to concen-
trate on transforming themselves spiritually through the prac-
tice of restraint, virtue, and compassion. To the extent that the
insights or practices of other religions are useful or relevant to
our own faith, it is valuable to learn from others. In some cases,
it may even be helpful to adopt certain of them. Yet when this
is done wisely, we can remain firmly committed to our own
faith. This way is best because it carries with it no danger of
confusion, especially with respect to the different ways of life
that tend to go with different faith traditions.

Given the diversity to be found among individual human
beings, it is of course bound to be the case that out of many
millions of practitioners of a particular religion, a handful will
find that another religion’s approach to ethics and spiritual de-
velopment is more satisfactory. For some, the concept of re-
birth and karma will seem highly effective in inspiring the
aspiration to develop love and compassion within the context
of responsibility. For others, the concept of a transcendent,
loving creator will come to seem more so. In such circum-
stances, it is crucial for those individuals to question themselves
again and again. They must ask, “Am I attracted to this other
religion for the right reasons? Is it merely the cultural and rie-
ual aspects that are appealing? Or is it the essential teachings?

Do I'suppose that if I convert to this new religion it will be less
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demanding than my present one?” { say this because it has
often struck me that when people do convert to a religion
outside their own heritage, quite often they adopt certain

superficial aspects of the culture to which their new faith be-
longs. But their practice may not go very much deeper than
that,

In the case of a person who decides after a process of long
and mature reflection to adopt a different religion, it is very
important that they remember the positive contribution to hu-
manity of each religious tradition. The danger is that the indi-
vidual may, in secking to justify their decision to others,
criticize their previous faith. It is essential to avoid this. Just be-~
cause that tradition is no long effective in the case of one indi-
vidual does not mean it is no longer of benefit to humanity.
On the contrary, we can be certain that it has been an inspira-
tion to millions of people in the past, that it inspires millions
today, and that it will inspire millions in the path of love and
compassion in the futare.

The important point to keep in mind is that ultimately the
whole purpose of religion is to facilitate love and compassion,
patience, tolerance, humility, forgiveness, and so on. If we ne-
glect these, changing our religion will be of no help. In the
same way, even if we are fervent believers in our own faith, it
will avail us nothing if we neglect to implement these qualities
in our daily lives. Such a believer is no better off than a patient
with some fatal illness who merely reads a medical treatise but
fails to undertake the treatment prescribed.

Moreover, if we who ate practitioners of religion are not
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compassionate and disciplined, how can we expect it of oth-
ers? If we can establish genuine harmony derived from mutual
respect and understanding, religion has enormous potential to
speak with authority on such vital moral questions as peace
and disarmament, social and political justice, the natural envi-
ronment, and many other matters affecting all humanity. But
until we put our own spiritual teachings into practice, we will
never be taken seriously. And this means, among other things,
setting a good example through developing good relations

with other faith traditions.
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