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Conversations and Reflections: Understanding Buddhism 
 
Some years ago I took the Bible and Mission course students I’d been lecturing on 
Buddhism to Wat Buddharangsee, the Thai Buddhist temple in Annandale. We took off 
our shoes and sat on the floor in the temple area with a Buddhist monk, Venerable 
Weerat. He explained what Buddhism was about and the students asked a stream of 
questions. 

 
Not long after this visit I was having a meal in a Thai restaurant – at the time there was 
nobody else in the restaurant - and struck up a conversation with the waitress, a Thai girl 
in her early 20s. I told her I’d been to the Annandale temple and asked her if she ever 
went there. “Yes”, she replied, “As often as I can”. She went on to explain that she had 
been born in Thailand and her family was not devoutly Buddhist. She had only recently 
become a serious Buddhist herself. I asked her why she had decided to become more 
serious about practising Buddhism. She then explained that her father had died the year 
before and that she had also recently broken up with her boyfriend. She explained that 
she had experienced much suffering and that the monks at the temple were able to help 
her feel more at peace. She had immense reverence for the monks. With awe, she spoke 
about the mystical powers of devoted Buddhist monks. She told me that when monks 
meditate in isolated places that sometimes they get very sick. At such a time, she told 
me, a monk might drink his own urine and this would miraculously heal him. Indeed, 
there are some Buddhists in Thailand who drink a cup of urine a day, believing this 
eliminates sinus trouble, turns grey hair black and even cures cancer. 

 
The Thai waitress also told me how when she went to the temple she gave food to the 
monk and this was used to feed the spirit of her deceased father. 

 
There are a number of things about this encounter that illustrate many things about 
Buddhism: its concern with suffering; the syncretistic nature of Buddhism; the magical 
orientation of Buddhism and the veneration of monks. 

 
Firstly, Buddhism is profoundly concerned with suffering. When we were with the Thai 
Buddhist monk he emphasized the central importance of what Buddhists call “The Four 
Noble Truths”. It was these four truths that the Buddha, that is, Siddhartha Gotama, 
discovered at the time of his enlightenment. The name “Buddha”, by the way, means 
“awakened one” and enlightenment is said to be the experience of ‘waking up’ to the 
true nature of reality. Anyway, on the night when Siddhartha woke up and became a 
Buddha he realized four fundamental truths. Firstly, that life or existence is suffering. 
Secondly, that this suffering is caused by craving. Thirdly, that suffering ceases when 
craving ceases. Fourthly, that there was a method, involving eight steps, that made it 
possible to eliminate suffering by eliminating craving. 

 
Remember that the first truth is that all life IS suffering. When the Thai waitress told 
me about her suffering I asked her if the monk had explained to her the Four Noble 
Truths, as he had explained them to us. She was not familiar with them, though she 
clearly had some notion that Buddhist monks were able to help people with their 
suffering. This illustrates that many ordinary Buddhists don’t understand much of the 
philosophy behind their religious practice. Anyway, the issue of suffering provided 
common ground and gave me an opening to share something of the gospel with her. I 
told her that Christians too were very concerned about the problem of suffering. Of 
course, whenever we find some common ground we can exploit in our conversations 
with Buddhists then we need to take our friend to Jesus. So I moved on from the 
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problem of suffering to the suffering of Jesus, his death on the cross and began to 
explain the significance of the sufferings of Christ. 

 
When we were at the temple I was given a book by the monk there. It was about a  Thai 
meditation master who lived an extremely ascetic life. For example, the saffron robes 
he wore had been sewn together by his own hands from rags and he had never replaced 
his original robes, only using other rags to patch them up. This meditation master 
rejected the practice of many monks who used begging bowls which had different 
compartments in them, to separate the different foods they were given by people on 
their begging rounds. The meditation master taught that it is important to overcome 
craving by refusing to take pleasure in distinct flavours and tastes. One must use a 
begging bowl, he taught, that had no compartments, in which all of the food is slopped 
together. But what was of greatest significance in this book was this monk’s 
identification of the fundamental problem facing any aspirant after enlightenment and 
this monk’s way of dealing with this problem. 

 
The fundamental problem, this monk taught, is that everyone craves life – everyone 
naturally fears death. Therefore, this monk taught, if one is to overcome this essential, 
root craving, then one must place oneself in a situation where fear of death is intense 
and learn, in that very situation, to develop a peaceful, calm mind. You might criticize 
this monk’s practice for the way in which it encourages aspirants to withdraw from the 
world and live in isolation. However, there is no doubting the courage that is required 
to follow this meditation master’s approach to developing a peace-filled mind. The 
example he set himself and which he required of all serious disciples, was to go in to 
the jungle and find a location where wild tigers not only roamed, but actually were 
within earshot. The aspiring monk must then sit in a lotus position and meditate while 
the roaring of savage tigers rang in his ears. The book has stories in it of terrified monks 
who imagine being eaten alive by tigers, of tigers walking right up to monks as they sit 
meditating, of learning to so focus their minds as to shut out all craving for life and to 
develop a mind full of peace and calm. 

 
This highlights the central nature of Buddhism as seen through Christian lives. It is 
essentially suicidal. The suicidal aspect is not merely the willingness of a person to 
allow himself or herself to be eaten by a ferocious tiger, should the tiger so choose, 
but, more profoundly, the attempt of an aspirant to extinguish the desire or craving for 
the continuance of his or her life. For on the night of enlightenment the Buddha is said 
to have not merely discovered the four noble truths, but also to have understood the 
three essential dimensions of reality: (1) the reality of suffering; (2) the reality that all 
is impermanent; and (3) the reality that there is no self. 

 
We’ve already thought about the reality of suffering. Right now we need to see that the 
Buddhist understanding of how to deal with the problem of suffering is intimately tied 
up with their belief that there is no self. You are deluded when you think that there is a 
real “you”. In reality “you” do not exist. 

 
Here we come to an essential point of difference between Hinduism and Buddhism. 
Hindus and Buddhists both share a common belief in what is popularly described as 
reincarnation or rebirth. For Hindus, however, reincarnation means the transmigration 
of souls. Hindus believe that there is a soul, a real self and that this same self is 
reincarnated in another bodily form after you die. Buddhists deny this. They teach that 
there is no real self and that what continues in the next rebirth is not a constant self 
but an aggregate of five interdependent components which create the illusion of a self 
and which explain how attachment to the fiction of a self arises. 
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In his helpful book, Spectator’s Guide to World Religions, John Dickson provides a very 
good explanation of the five interconnected components. The first is form or matter. As 
John points out, “The first and most obvious factor in the thing you think of as your self 
is the material factor – physical matter, sights, odours, sounds, etc. Included here are 
the four traditional Buddhist elements of earth, air, fire and water. This physical 
existence, along with some brain functions, make up part of the illusion you call you.” 

 
The second aggregate or dimension of the fictional self is sensation. Sensations occur 
when material elements in the world make contact with other material elements in the 
body. So an odour that travels up your nose results in the sensation of ‘smell’ and a 
sound entering your ear results in the sensation of ‘sound’. Sensations include the 
feelings of happiness and sadness since these are thought to be typically caused 
through experience in and of the material world. 

 
The third aggregate is perception, which is discriminating between different 
sensations. Sensation is interconnected not only with matter but also with perception 
since sensation automatically produces perception. That is, when the smell enters your 
nose an unconscious and totally uncontrolled process takes place resulting in the 
identification of this smell as being, for example, the smell of freshly baked bread, 
that is, a distinct smell which is distinguished from all other smells, such as the smell 
of burnt toast. 

 
The fourth aggregate is mental formations. This again is inseparably connected with 
perception. The material elements of my body come into contact with the odour of 
fresh bread – matter. As the odour enters my nose I experience the sensation of smell.  
I distinguish this smell from other smells, identifying it as the smell of fresh bread. I 
then head towards the shop from which this perceived smell emanates. That is, a fourth 
thing has now happened. A mental decision has been made, that is, to buy fresh bread. 
Perception has generated a mental formation. Similarly, the perception of burning toast 
may lead to other mental decisions or formations, such as to open the window, maybe 
throw out the toast and put fresh bread in the toaster, or, if you are desperate or a 
penny-pincher or are in to carbon dating, to scrape the toast and eat it. Remember that 
Buddhists do not believe there is a “you” that is making these decisions but regards 
such mental leanings and directions as an inevitable consequence of the power of 
perception. 

 
But there is fifth aggregate which is always involved when matter, sensation, 
perception and mental formations converge and this consciousness. Clearly, when 
Buddhists talk about consciousness in this context they are talking about something 
different from sensation and perception and mental formations. As we have seen 
perception concerns the ability to discriminate between smells and sounds and feelings. 
But consciousness is general awareness, the awareness that there is a pleasant or 
unpleasant smell, the awareness of sound. 
 

Buddhists believe that these five aggregates provide a comprehensive explanation as to 
why the sense of “I”, of “me” arises. It is natural to think that there is an “I”, a self 
which is experiencing smells and sounds and feelings. What you think of as yourself is 
simply the product of these five dimensions interconnecting with each other. There is no 
“I” or self in matter, nor is it to be located in sensation or perception or mental 
formations or consciousness. As John Dickson summarises: “the sum of the parts does not 
make up a greater whole called the self; all that exists are the parts.” 
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I recall a conversation with a Vietnamese Buddhist who told me of his great respect for 
the Dalai Lama, the spiritual leader of Tibet, and of how he went to the Entertainment 
Centre with many thousands of others to hear the Dalai Lama speak. He then spoke of 
his respect for the Buddha. In the same breath he spoke of his respect for Jesus Christ. 
To him the Buddha and Jesus were two of a kind. Wise men. Good men. Not much 
difference, in his mind. 

 
Jesus and the Buddha. Not two of a kind. Only Jesus can rescue us from the terrible 
mess we are in because of our own way of living independently from God. Buddhists 
need to come face to face with the real Jesus; not just with Jesus the Great Teacher, 
because they also think of Buddha as the Great Teacher; not just with Jesus the 
Compassionate One, because they also think of Buddha as the supreme example of 
compassion; but they need to encounter the Crucified Christ, God incarnate. 

 
In Buddhism you have to save yourself. Graeme Lyall, long-standing Chairman of the 
Buddhist Council of NSW, was recently in the news when he criticised the conservative 
evangelical Anglican Archbishop of Sydney Diocese, Peter Jensen, for presuming to 
indicate that Buddhists needed to be brought to Christ. Graeme Lyall states, 
“Buddhism is, perhaps, unique amongst the world’s religions in that it does not place 
reliance for salvation on some external power, such as a god or even a Buddha, but 
places the responsibility for life’s frustrations squarely on the individual.” He cites the 
Buddha’s words as written in the Dhammapada: 

By oneself, indeed, is evil done; 
By oneself is one defiled. 

By oneself is evil left undone; 
By oneself, indeed, is one purified. 

Purity and impurity depend on oneself. 
No one purifies another. 

 
The Buddhist does not see any need to be saved from personal sinfulness or moral 
corruption. That is not the root problem. I came across a cartoon the other day. A 
frustrated man complains to his friend, “Sometimes I’d like to ask God why he allows 
poverty, famine and injustice when he could do something about it.” 
“What’s stopping you?” his friend asks. 
The frustrated man shrugs his shoulders helplessly and explains, “I’m afraid God might 
ask me the same question.” 

 
Buddhism doesn’t bother about why God allows suffering. There is a very simple reason 
for this. Buddhists are atheists. Buddhists do not believe in a personal creator God who 
transcends all things. Buddhists believe it is a waste of time even worrying yourself as 
to whether there is a God or not. God is an irrelevancy. All that matters is that people 
are suffering and we must liberate them from their suffering. In an ancient Buddhist 
scripture the Buddha expresses his impatience with anyone who says he will not follow 
him unless he first explains to him such things as whether the world is eternal or has a 
beginning and an end, or whether there is life after death, etc. The Buddha replies, 

“It is as if a man were pierced by a poisoned arrow, and his friends, 
companions, or near relations, should send for a surgeon; but that man should 
say: "I will not have this arrow pulled out, until I know who the man is that has 
wounded me: whether he is a noble, a priest, a citizen, or a servant"; or: "what 
his name is, and to what family he belongs"; or: "whether he is tall, or short, or 
of medium height." Truly, such a man would die, before he could adequately 
learn all this. 
Therefore, the man who seeks his own welfare, should pull out this arrow - this 
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arrow of lamentation, pain, and sorrow. 
For, whether the theory exists, or whether it does not exist, that the world is 
eternal, or temporal, or finite, or infinite-certainly, there is birth, there is 
decay, there is death, sorrow, lamentation, pain, grief, and despair, the 
extinction of which, attainable even in this present life, I make known unto 
you.” 

 
Forget the theories. Forget intellectual philosophy. Just start with the problem – the 
problem of suffering. That’s what Buddhism is all about. Ending suffering. Remember 
that Buddhists summarise this way of thinking in the Four Noble Truths. The first noble 
truth is that “Life IS suffering”, that is, to exist is to suffer. The second noble truth 
concerns the cause of suffering, the third noble truth presents the solution to suffering 
and the fourth noble truth sets out the method or way by which one can experience  the 
solution for oneself. 

 
I once listened on cassette to the autobiographical book written by Haing Khor, the 
Cambodian actor who won an academy award for his role in the movie The Killing 
Fields. The book is called Surviving the Killing Fields. He describes how the Khmer 
Rouge tortured him, leaving him bound to a tree overnight with red ants crawling all 
over him, slicing off his little finger and hacking his ankle joint, letting him watch  
them do horrific things to pregnant women, binding him on a cross for four days over a 
smouldering fire with many others, most of whom died. Listening to this book it is easy 
to believe that life IS suffering. Repeatedly, Haing Khor, a devout Buddhist, reflects 
that his karma must be bad; that in some past life he must have done something bad  to 
cause him to suffer in this way. 

 
For the Buddhist, however, suffering is not just a problem one faces in this life. You will 
face it in the next life as well. For Buddhists believe in rebirth, in reincarnation. 
Buddhists believe that they have already had countless past lives and that they will 
continue being reborn or reincarnated until they break free. You may have heard of the 
prisoner who said to his cellmate, “I want to come back as a bird, because I want to be 
as free as a bird.” Fifty years later, he came back as a bird and spent his life as a canary 
in a bird cage. In fact, in most schools of Buddhism your chances of coming back even as 
a human are very, very small. One of the most pessimistic Buddhist sects is the very 
popular Nichiren Buddhist school in Japan. Nichiren once said that a person had as 
much chance of being reborn as a human as a turtle has of crawling around on the 
ocean beds of the world and end up looking through the hole of a particular ox- yoke 
which has been dropped into the sea; or as much chance as a spider dropping a web 
which goes through the eye of a particular needle. So what might you come back as. 
Well, there are six broad possibilities, that is, six realms of existence. Apart from the 
possibility or improbability of coming back as a human you might come back as a bird or 
other kind of animal. 

 
A third realm, is the realm of hungry ghosts – beings taken very seriously in Chinese 
Buddhism. During the seventh month of the lunar New Year (sometime in August or 
September) the Chinese celebrate the Hungry Ghost festival. It is believed by the 
Chinese that during this month, the gates of hell are opened to free the hungry ghosts 
who then wander to seek food on Earth. The Hungry Ghost Festival illustrates a common 
feature of Buddhism all over the world – its highly syncretistic nature. That is, Buddhism 
is almost always mixed up with traditional religions. What we call Chinese Buddhism is 
actually a blend of Buddhism with traditional Confucianism and Taoism. Ancestor 
worship is particularly important for the Chinese and Japanese. Yet ancestor worship 
does not arise from Buddhism but from traditional Chinese religion, especially 
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Confucianism which, by the way, was very religious in its origins and not as secular as it 
is often portrayed. Anyway, when Chinese celebrate the Buddhist Hungry Ghost Festival 
they remember their dead family members and venerate them. By offering food to their 
deceased ancestors they believe they ward off bad luck. The Chinese will also burn fake 
bank notes known as “hell money” and they will also burn paper models of houses and 
cars, television sets, etc., to provide a better life for their deceased ancestors. 

 
So far I’ve mentioned three broad possibilities for rebirth – being reborn as a human, as 
an animal or as a hungry ghost. You might also be reborn as a hell being, especially if 
you have committed some particularly terrible crime such as murder. At the other end 
of the scale you might be reborn as a deva, that is, as a god. “Whoa!” you say, “I 
thought you said that Buddhists are atheists and don’t believe in God?” Good pick up! 
However, to be reborn as a deva means that you are still trapped in the endless cycle of 
birth, death and rebirth. You might be more powerful and your sensual experience may 
be better but you still have to face the fact that one day you too will die and be reborn. 
The sixth broad possibility is to come back as a titan, that is, to be reborn in a world of 
mighty warriors who are always fighting with each other and killing each other. 

 
Anyway the Buddhist goal is to make sure you don’t come back in any of these six 
realms of existence; to make sure you don’t come back at all. The way to do this is by 
following a series of eight steps, that is, by walking the Noble Eightfold Path. We could 
spend heaps of time going through these eight steps one by one. But the dominant and 
concluding emphasis of this step-by-step approach to solving the problem of suffering  is 
that of controlling the mind. Meditation is very, very important for all serious 
Buddhists. In the vast majority of Buddhist schools meditation is anti-intellectual. In one 
cartoon a meditating monk asks a fellow meditator, “Are you not thinking what  I’m not 
thinking.” The point, you see, is to achieve a state of mind that transcends not only 
worldly experience, but also words and reason. 

 
Buddhism is like football. If I ask you, “What is football?” how do you answer. Invite 

responses. The original game called “football” arose in England in the 12th century AD 
and became so popular that later kings such as Edward II and Henry VIII actually banned 
football because it was taking away public interest in archery. Queen Elizabeth I had 
soccer players jailed for a week to be followed up by church penance. Anyway, just as 
soccer is original football, so Theravada Buddhism is first-cab-off-the- rank Buddhism. 
But as I say, Buddhism is like football. There is as much difference between 
conservative Theravada Buddhism and Zen Buddhism as there is between say soccer and 
American Gridiron Football. Theravada Buddhism is the kind of Buddhism you’ll 
encounter if you go to Thailand or Burma or Sri Lanka. It’s closer to the original 
Buddhism that developed in India but was almost completely wiped out there by 
centuries of Muslim rule. Almost every boy in Thailand or Burma spends some time, 
even if it is just a few weeks of his life, serving as a monk. Theravada Buddhism 
venerates Shakyamuni Buddhism, the person we often consider as the Buddha who was 
born supposedly around 563BC. Theravada Buddhists also stick closely to the Scriptures 
written in the Pali language which form part of the collection called “The Three 
Baskets” or Tripitaka. The great goal in this great school of Buddhism is that you too, 
like Shakyamuni Buddha, might reach enlightenment and become a Buddha. One of the 
traps that many people fall into when they are trying to explain Buddhism is to explain 
it from a Theravada Buddhist point of view. This is a particular danger in Australia 
because it was Theravada Buddhism that first put down its roots here. 

 
These days, however, other kinds of Buddhism are more dominant, especially in 
Sydney. Of course, the Dalai Lama has become a familiar figure and many people are 
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attracted to Tibetan Buddhism, that is Vajrayana Buddhism, which we might loosely 
call the charismatic branch of Buddhism, one that is actually heavily into magic, though 
you’d never guess that listening to the Dalai Lama. There have been waves of migration 
from Chinese background countries and so versions of Chinese Buddhism have become 
more important. Chinese Buddhism, Japanese Buddhism and Korean Buddhism belong 
to another great, but very liberal school of Buddhism called Mahayana Buddhism. 
 

 

A great deal of Buddhism is highly syncretistic and Buddhist thought and Buddhist 
practice is of a very varied kind. As we seek to introduce Buddhists to Christ we are 
obviously going to have to take each individual as she or he comes. The nature of a 
Buddhist’s practice and understanding of Buddhist teaching and philosophy will vary 
greatly from person to person. Indeed the vast majority of Buddhists have very little 
understanding of Buddhist teaching and philosophy. For example, go to a Chinese 
Buddhist temple and watch people doing their Buddhist worship. They may only spend 
5-10 minutes maximum burning incense and placing flowers and fruit before Buddha 
images and the images of other Chinese gods and goddesses like Guan Gong and Kuan 
Yin. And for many Buddhists that’s pretty much Buddhism – the maintenance of a 
traditional practice passed down by one’s parents without much structured 
understanding of the philosophy behind it. 

 
So does this mean we can forget about Buddhist teaching and philosophy? Well, how 
would you feel if a devout Buddhist came to live in our country and decided to form 
his conclusions about Christianity by talking to people on the train and watching 
people from a distance going to church and completely ignoring the Bible and 
fundamental biblical teaching. On the one hand, we have to be careful not to be too 
academic when we approach Buddhists with the gospel. On the other hand, we do 
need to have a good framework of Buddhist teaching in our minds so that when we 
talk to Buddhists who do have more of a handle on Buddhist thought we will not 
flounder about like a fish out of water. 

 
You may be familiar with the importance of Kuan Yin in Chinese Buddhism. There are a 
number of things I need to stress at this point. We have already begun to see that there 
are radically different types of Buddhism. Chinese Buddhism is not like the Buddhism 
you find in countries like Thailand, Myanmar, Cambodia, Laos and Sri Lanka. Nor is it 
like Tibetan Buddhism. The oldest form of Buddhism which exists today is the 
Theravada Buddhism you find in countries like Thailand and Sri Lanka. 

 
A more liberal form of Buddhism eventually started to develop in India but was really 
shaped in China. This is called Mahayana Buddhism. “Mahayana” literally means 
“Greater Vehicle”. Theravada Buddhism is very bleak concerning your chances of being 
reborn as a human, which is regarded by all Buddhists as the optimal realm of existence 
in which to find enlightenment. We have learnt that there are in fact six realms of 
existence. Unless you find enlightenment in this life then you will be reborn as either an 
animal or as a hungry ghost or as titan, a warlike being, or as a deva, a godlike being, or 
as a hell being or, and this is most unlikely in Theravada Buddhism,  as a human. 
However, in Theravada Buddhism monks are the elite and if you ask a monk what he 
will be reborn as then he will hope his “good works” will qualify him to be reborn as a 
man – not a woman, mind you. 

 
Now Mahayana Buddhism offers a form of Buddhism which is much more optimistic. It 
provides a greater vehicle, a bigger boat if you like. Buddhists are trying to cross over  a 
raging river of suffering. Theravada Buddhism is like a canoe trying to get across – very 
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few will make it. Mahayana Buddhism, in its various forms, encourages Buddhists to 
believe that they can make it to the other side without having to adopt the ascetic 
lifestyle of a monk. The first god you are likely to encounter at the entrance to a 
Buddhist temple is the fat, jolly Buddha who for Chinese Buddhists is the god of wealth 
and prosperity. Indeed, a lot of the worship performed by Chinese Buddhists seeks 
material blessings and good fortune in this life. 

 
Two particular sects of Mahayana Buddhism are often fused together, especially by 
Chinese Buddhists, namely Pure Land Buddhism and Zen Buddhism. It is a blend of these 
two types of Buddhism which has the greatest world following. Most people find it 
particularly difficult to understand Zen Buddhism. Tucker Callaway has written an 
excellent book on Zen Buddhism called Zen Way, Jesus Way. He gives some great 
illustrations to help us to understand the Zen perspective. Imagine you go to Disneyland 
and stand in the centre of the great circular cinema where you are surrounded by a 360 
degree huge screen. When Callaway was there they were showing a plane flying through 
the Rockies. Callaway felt it was all happening to him and when the plane lurched he 
felt nauseous and almost lost his lunch. The Zen perspective is that the whole of reality 
is like a dream image. If you put your finger on the plane on the movie screen you know 
the plane does not exist – it is just an image on the screen. Yet, Callaway says, that 
doesn’t really capture the Zen view of things. Now think of Aldous Huxley’s famous 
image of his central character, the Savage, going not to the movies but “the feelies”. 
The Savage is placed in a chair with knobs on the armrests. When the Savage places his 
hands on the armrests then he experiences everything experienced by the characters in 
the movie he is watching. He smells the same smells, feels his body touching the same 
things, etc. But, Callaway says, we are still not there yet. To really understand Zen you 
have to realise that from the moment you are born it is as though you are sitting in that 
chair with your hands tied to those knobs surrounded by a giant 360 degree screen. The 
only reality you have ever known is a dreamed reality. In Zen Buddhism nothing has 
objective, material individual existence. Everything is nothing. Everything is produced 
by the Buddha Mind. “Can you hear the sound of one hand clapping?” Of course you can 
if the sound of two hands clapping is just a dream image in the Buddha mind. Why, the 
Buddha mind can even conceive of the sound of clapping without any hands at all! And 
yet if you are an acolyte and you said “everything is nothing” to a Zen Buddhist master 
he may well whack you with a stick. The point is that pain is real, the flower you smell 
and admire is real. Yes, it is empty in that it has no existence outside of the Buddha 
mind. But the Buddha mind is real. The pain and the flower are real dream things. And 
just as you fully participate   in the dream you dream at night, so too it is legitimate for 
us to participate in the dream things of the Buddha mind. 

 
Now Zen Buddhism is clearly monistic and pantheistic. By monistic I mean there is 
ultimately only one reality, namely the Buddha Mind. By pantheistic I mean the Buddha 
Mind, the Only Reality, pervades everything. Though the Buddha Mind must not be 
thought of as an individual entity. Here Zen Buddhism parts company from most schools 
of Buddhism. Generally speaking, Buddhism is not monistic and pantheistic even if it has 
some leanings in that direction. There are things that do have real objective existence. 
Nevertheless, all schools of Buddhism do share the fundamental belief that everybody is 
living in a state of delusion. The Dhammapada, which many Buddhists regard as 
equivalent to the Sermon on the Mount, states: 

“Look on the world as a bubble, 
look on it as a mirage; 

then the King of Death cannot even see you. 
Come look at this world! 

Is it not like a painted royal chariot? 
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The wise see through it, 
but not the foolish” 

 
To a large extent we can identify with this approach, because as Christians we know 

that: “The god of this age has blinded the minds of unbelievers, so that they cannot see 
the light of the gospel of the glory of Christ, who is the image of God” (2 Cor  4:4). We 
are called to walk not by sight but by faith. We know that the vast majority of people 
do not see what is ultimately real. As Paul puts it, “by their unrighteousness they have 
suppressed the truth.” As a result people do not see God in his glory, they do not see 
the greatness of Jesus and they do not see themselves as they really are. Yes, we agree 
with Buddhists, people are in a delusional state. We just disagree over what it is that 
people fail to see. 

 
Buddhists believe there are three inter-related things which people fail to see: (1) that 
life IS suffering or unsatisfactoriness; (2) that everything is impermanent; (3) that there 
is no such thing as a self. Now you might retort, “Lots of people know that life is 
suffering.” Well, that’s not quite right. You see from a Buddhist perspective suffering is 
not merely part of life, but merely to live or exist as an individual is a state of 
unsatisfactoriness. The great quest of Buddhism is to attain enlightenment, to 
experience nirvana, and that will happen when you no longer desire to exist as a 
continuing individual entity; that is, when you no longer desire to be reborn.  
 
It follows that from a Christian perspective Buddhism is suicidal. The great quest of 
Buddhism is to do away with your individual self. But from a Buddhist perspective this is 
an unfair accusation. For the Buddhist believes that there is no self to destroy, only the 
illusion of self. So talk of suicide is nonsense to the Buddhist mind. However, there is a 
tradition of suicide in Buddhism. At Cabramatta Anglican I co-minister with Cam Phong. 
Cam was originally a Vietnamese Buddhist. He tells of a Buddhist monk he knew 
personally who later poured petrol over himself and burnt himself to death. Indeed 
there have been many, many monks who have immolated themselves in this way. 

 
In one of the Pali Scriptures a monk called Godhika manages to achieve a temporary 
"freedom of mind" on six occasions but each time falls away from it. He commits 
suicide to achieve nirvana and the text insists Mara, the Buddhist equivalent of Satan, 
is not able to find and claim Godhika's consciousness because he has succeeded in his 
quest. Now quite apart from the massive ethical problems with this story, which 
rationalises suicide, do notice that the attainment of nirvana coincides with the 
disappearance of Godhika’s individual consciousness. He no longer has individual 
existence. The conscious self vanishes when one attains nirvana. 

 
In the movie The Little Buddha Keanu Reeves plays the part of Shakyamuni Buddha. 
The movie contains a string of flashbacks to the life of the Buddha. Included is a 
graphic portrayal of the Enlightenment. There is a lot about this movie scene which is 
reminiscent of the way Satan tempted Jesus in the wilderness. Buddhists also recognise 
an evil tempter whom they call Mara. However, there is a profound difference between 
the temptation of Jesus and the temptation of the Buddha. What is the final 
temptation thrown at the Buddha, as accurately depicted in the movie? He encounters 
himself and conquers temptation. 

 
In the movie his self, facing him, says to him: “You who go where no one else will dare, 
will you be my god?” 
He replies to his self: “Architect, finally I have met you. You will not rebuild your 
house again.” 
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“But I am your house and you live in me.” 
“Oh Lord of my own ego. You are pure illusion. You do not exist. The earth is my 
witness.” 

 
That is the point at which the Buddha conquers all temptation and attains 
enlightenment, when he realizes that “self” is fiction not reality. 
 
Jesus does not deny his identity as Son of God, but he refuses to abuse his true nature 
and position. However, and this is perhaps the greatest criticism we can level at 
Buddhism: Buddhism is the ultimate form of suicide because it aims at extinguishing 
all individuality. Now, as I said before, philosophically-minded Buddhists will protest at 
my form of words. If you go back to the video clip remember what the Buddha says, 
“Oh Lord of my own ego. You are pure illusion. You do not exist.” Philosophically- 
minded Buddhists will insist that Buddhism cannot be suicidal because there is no self 
to destroy since self does not exist. 

 
As Christians we know that people are indeed created by God in his image and that we 
are permanent individual entities. If this is right, as we know it to be, then the quest for 
enlightenment is the ultimate dead end, the ultimate act of suicide. 
 
This indicates to us one of the main lines of approach we should adopt as we minister to 
people from Buddhist backgrounds who have some understanding of this Buddhist 
philosophy. We need to emphasise the importance of the individual, to show them those 
passages which highlight our identity as those created in God’s image; those passages 
which speak of the immeasurable love of God manifested in the fact that Christ died for 
us while we were yet in a state of hostility towards God; those passages which speak of 
God’s great goal to give us glorious resurrection bodies in what we might describe as our 
final reincarnation. 

 
There are heaps of tips we could list for introducing your Buddhist friends to Christ. Let 
me just mention five: 

1. Given the variety of Buddhist practice and thought, don’t assume anything. Ask 
questions to get a better idea of where your friend is coming from. 

2. Buddhism doesn’t have a concept of sin. So don’t skimp in this area. Make sure 
your friend clearly understands what the Bible has to say about the moral 
corruption of people. Recommended passage: Romans 1. 

3. Buddhism doesn’t have a concept of a transcendent personal creator God. So 
don’t skimp in this area. Make sure that your friend clearly understands what 
the Bible has to say about God as a Person and as the Creator. Recommended 
passage: Romans 1 

4. Buddhism doesn’t have an adequate appreciation of Christ. Some Buddhists, 
particularly Westerners converted to Buddhism, are very hostile towards Jesus 
and contrast the compassionate Buddha with the angry Jesus who, in a very 
unBuddhist manner, used a whip to drive out people from the temple. Many 
Buddhists, however, speak highly of Jesus and think that he is almost the 
Buddha’s equal. It is crucial, therefore, that you so explain the deity of Christ 
and make much of Jesus’ claim, “I am the way, the truth and the life; no one 
comes to the Father but by me” (Jn 14:6). We must bring Buddhists to the 
point where there can be no confusing of Jesus with the Buddha; where they 
see that without Jesus they are utterly lost. 

5. Buddhism has no appreciation of the importance of individual personality. So 
don’t skimp in this area. Against modernism and postmodernism, we refuse to 
pander to the cult of individualism and me-ism. However, when sharing the 
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gospel with Buddhists we do need to labour biblical teaching on the immense 
worth of the individual. Emphasise that people are created in God’s image. 
Emphasise that Jesus died for each your friend (Gal 2:20). Emphasise God’s 
love for your friend as an individual. 

 
One way in which many Buddhists monks express their humility is by doing an early 
morning round with their begging bowls into which people place food. One man has 
said, “Evangelism is one beggar telling another beggar where to get food.” We have 
something to offer Buddhists that will fill more than any bowl or platter – Christ, the 
Bread of Life!  
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