
BUDDHISM IN THE WEST 

Buddhism has a comparatively small but rapidly growing following in the west. 
On an organized l evel it exists tn the form of groups, societies and a few temples 
established primarily for colonies of Chinese and Japanese residents. On an indivi­
dual l evel many peopl e practice and study Buddhism using books as their only guide 
or there are those who have learnt of Buddhism by living i n the East . At present 
the interest is concentrated mainly in the U,S . A. and in England. 

Buddhism appeals t o many types of people and for many r easons but seems to 
find its greatest appeal among the following groups: 

(1) 

(2) 

(3) 

(4) 
( 5) 
( 6) 

Those who feel a deep need f or r eligion but have difficulty in accepting the 
s omewhat dogmatic teachings of Christianity or Judaism . 
Those who in a genuine search for the meaning of life are not satisfied with 
t he answers given to them by their churches or their synagogues. 
Those who see a common denominator in all r eligions and are t herefore favorably 
disposed to Buddhism and its practice . 
Those who are interested in meditation per se. 
Thos e inter ested in Buddhi sm as an academic phi losophy rather than a religion . 
Those who are attracted t o Buddhism as a new way of thinking but have little 
int e r est i n its formal practice. Often they are not f avor abl y disposed towards 
11 organized 11 Buddhism . 

In the U.S . A. particularly t here is a growi ng dissatisfact i on with materialism. 
The ever acceler ating pace of l i ving and all i t s associate d s t ress and s t rain is 
causing people to t urn and look i nwards. This is manifest in the emphasis many 
Christian churches are now pl acing on meditation. Meditation rooms are now t o be 
found in many hospitals and universi ties and other public buildings . However, some 
find that when they look i nwards they have no concept of God: perhaps this i s why 
the 11godlessness 11 of Buddhism has such an appe al . Buddhism is graduall y t aking a 
firm hold in the west . 

The development of Buddhi sm i n t he wes t l i es ultimately i n its pr actice by 
westerners . Te achers, books and organizations will be almost useless unless we our­
selves put it into practice . It should be propagated as a way of living and the key 
to i ts propagation l ies i n the t eachi ng of how to pr actice . The f oundation s hould 
ther efore be the training of small but sincer e gr oups of westerners who aft er some 
ye ars of appli cati on wi ll provi de well quali fi ed priests , te achers and leaders . 
Alt hough one cannot doubt the benefits of westerner s going t o the e ast and r e ceiving 
instruct i on under t he guidance of establ ished masters eventually provision f or 
trai ning must be made in western countries . By direct observation of the pract ices 
of masters and their students a much larger number of people will be abl e t o under­
s t and somethi ng of Buddhi sm . The first step then should be masters and t e achers who 
are genuinel y i nter ested i n furt her ing the cause of Buddhi sm taking up per manent 
r es i dence i n west er n countr ies . Of course t his presents many difficulties , Buddhists 
groups and organizat i ons must be prepar ed t o provide for the financi al and mater i al 
support of t heir teachers. The pr oblem of l anguage is a ver y real one , but not i nsur­
mount able i f both sides make an effort to l earn . Then comes t he problem of the 
teachi ng its elf . Ther e i s a tendency among t eachers and students to del i ber atel y 
try to westernize Buddhism. Others think t hat eastern methods are too dif ficult f or 
westerner s to practi ce. This is surely an error. Buddhism should firs t be taught in 
the formal way to which the teacher s are accustomed and allowed t o devel op in i ts OV{n 

manner i n t he wes t ern atmospher e . In t his way the west wil l then find its own form 
of Buddhism. 

Once center s are establi shed they should provide services , daily when possible , 
l ectures, per s onal i nterviews and i nstruction, cer emonies i n English and do all poss­
ibl e to publ ish books and magazines . They s hould also provide a strict traini ng 
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program for future leaders who must be well qualified before receiving any t i t le 
or rank . If the t r aining is made too easy few would respect those so honored . 

There is a tendency for us to think of Buddhi sm as something mystical and 
quite separate from our daily lives . Teachers must do all t hey can to emphasize 
the 11 ordinariness 11 of Buddhism and speak of mysticism only in relation to the 
culture in which it developed . This i s particularly true when speaking of those 
forms of Buddhism which have been heavily influenced by the indigenous beliefs of 
those countries to whi ch i t spread . Some knowledge of Indian cultur e at the time 
of Buddha might prevent mi sinterpretati on of the scri ptures of that time. Many 
of the eastern concepts of mysticism are unsuitable to the western mind now highly 
conditioned by the scient ific approach . Many Christian sects are beginning t o dis­
cover this fact, Buddhism must be kept as simple and as practical as possible i n 
order to fit · into the present day western culture . 

Meditation should be kept s imple so that ever yone may be able to practice 
i t at l east in part , However, it must not be made too simple or the more s er ious 
may become discouraged. All should be encouraged to practice regardless of their 
age or inability to acquire correct postur e. At the same time it must not be 
thought that the majority of westerners are unabl e t o sit in the f ormal cross 
l egged position. Her e again the 11 ordinariness 11 and simplicity of meditation should 
be stressed as we have a tendency t o think of it as something quite myst ical. 

Most westerners are given a stri ct concept of morality i n t he sense of r i ght 
and wrong as part of their upbringing . This right and wrong concept is an absolute, 
ordained by God, and the i ndi vidual will r eap benefits and retribution according to 
the way he obeys it . I t is because of this deepl y rooted concept that many west er n­
ers have so poorly under stood the Buddha 1 s t e aching of karma . For this r eason a 
new approach to morali ty is needed. The t r ue value of morality lies i n t he f act that 
it is the putting i nto practice of Buddha 1 s t eaching on a soci al l evel. If we under­
s t and the teaching we can understand morality : morality is j us t another aspect of 
practice , We should practice morality as we practice meditation, t hat is without 
r egard for benefits. Like meditation i t is best t aught by the example of a teacher. 
Wi th these thoughts in mind we can look at the Buddha 1 s five precepts on morality in 
a new l ight. These five precepts are closely aki n t o those of other r eligions and 
are ther e f or e qui t e sui t able f or the western mi nd: yet a problem arises whe n we 
attempt to determi ne to what extent we can practi cally appl y t he princi ple. Ul ti­
matel y thi s is a problem t o be solved by the indi vidual. However , teachers should 
do all they can to encourage people to follow the precepts strictly . The teacher, 
on his part must, by hi s exampl e , l e ave no doubt i n t he mind of his followers that 
the pre cept s are to be i nterpret ed i n a strict manner . A more explicit and r i gorous 
code may be r equi r ed for monks and l aymen desirous of be comi ng or dained pries t s . 

Whatever path we adopt we mus t f ollow i t s i ncer ely . Sectarian r i valr y is 
all t oo much a part of Christianity and should have no place in Buddhism, parti­
cularly when trying to introduce it to a new country . We must s t rive t o cooper ate 
with all those who are sincer el y doing their best to introduce Buddhi sm to the west. 
The sincer ity of the few will t hen work for t he benef i t of t he many . 

Gr ahame H. Petchey 
Zen Center 
1881 Bush Street 
San Franci sco 

. ·-. --- - --~ -------- - -


