
Comparative Studies of 
Buddhism and Christianity 

Br ian  BOCKING 

THE PROBLEM O F  METHODOLOGY 
The study conference o f  the In te rna t iona l  Associat ion f o r  
t he  His tory  o f  Rel igions which met  in  Turku i n  1973 t o  dis- 
cuss t he  top ic  o f  "Methodology o f  the  Science o f  
Re l ig ion f l l  brought  together  a number o f  distinguished 
scholars f rom the  Western wo r l d  t o  debate issues re la t ing  
t o  studies o f  re l ig ions f rom a l l  pa r ts  o f  the  world. The con- 
ference was considered necessary because Rel igious Studies 
was going through something o f  a methodological  crisis. 

Since this cr is is was brought  about largely  by an accel-  
erated apprec iat ion o f  the  fac ts  o f  cu l t u ra l  relat iv ism, one 
might  have expected a f a r  w ider  and more even spread o f  
nat ional  and cu l tu ra l  backgrounds amongst the  part ic ipants. 
Whatever the  reasons f o r  the  res t r i c t ion  o f  the  conference 
t o  Western  participant^,^ t he  res t r i c t ion  was there, and 
should be noted. I t  may w e l l  be, as Werblowsky argued, 
t ha t  cu l t u ra l  background makes no s ign i f icant  d i f fe rence  t o  
one's ab i l i t y  t o  p rac t i ce  what  is cal led t he  "Science o f  
Religion," f o r  t he  sc ien t i f i c  method should be t he  same 
wherever  i t  is p rac t i ced  (Werblowsky 1960). The issue a t  
stake a t  Turku, however, was no t  the  p rac t i ce  o f  t he  
science o f  religion, bu t  the  problem o f  the  very method- 
ology o f  t ha t  science. And  t h e  problem o f  methodology has 
been, as Sharpe observed, "wide open1' s ince the atmosphere 
o f  evolut ionism which temporari ly un i ted disciplines as dis- 
para te  as anthropology, h is tory  and comparat ive re l ig ion 

The  original version of this paper  was presen ted  a t  t h e  annual  meeting of 
t h e  Ins t i tu te  of Philosophy, University of Tsukuba (Tsukuba Daigaku Testu-  
gaku Shis6 Gakkai)  a s  a contr ibut ion t o  t h e  "Pro jec t  on Buddhism and  
Christ iani ty" of t h a t  Inst i tute ,  March 1982. 

I. A de ta i led  a c c o u n t  of t h e  proceedings is t o  b e  found in Honko 1979. 
2. For my definition of "Western" s e e  t h e  l is t  of par t i c ipan ts  in Honko 

1979, pp. xi-xiii. 
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began t o  dissolve a t  t h e  beginning of this c e n t u r y  (Sharpe 
1975, p.68). 

While t h e  problem of methodology remains  wi th  us, i t s  
solut ion seems t o  become more,  r a t h e r  than  less,  r emote  
wi th  t h e  passage of time. None of t h e  disciplines outs ide  
Religious S tud ies  seems  ab le  t o  d e a l  adequa te ly  wi th  reli-  
gion ( f o r  t h e  ob jec t  of sociological  s tudy is soc ie ty ,  no t  
religion,  t h e  ob jec t  of h is tory  is h is tory  and  not  religion,  
and  s o  on). The  most  persuasive  plea  (persuasive  par t ly  
because  i t  r e f l e c t s  t h e  s t a t u s  quo) is for  a d ivers i ty  of 
methods  and  approaches ,  but  t h e  very f a c t  t h a t  such a 
d ivers i ty  n e e d s  t o  b e  a rgued  f o r  (and is no t  by any means  
a c c e p t a b l e  a s  a meta-methodology) indicates  some inherent  
instabil i ty.  A methodology consis t ing of many methodologies 
sounds  l ike  no methodology a t  all. Such a s t a t e  of a f f a i r s  is 
unsatisfying, a s  t h e  Turku c o n f e r e n c e  agreed.  I t  may a lso  
be  inevi table ,  a s  Honko suggested in his review of t h e  con- 
f e r e n c e  (Honko 1979, pp. xxviii-ix). 

Strange loops and the "reflexive effect." P a r t  of t h e  reason 
fo r  t h e  prol i fera t ion of methodologies  has  been t h a t  t h e  
o b j e c t s  of s tudy  of t h e  sc ience  of religion increas ingly  a r e  
acquir ing t h e  c a p a c i t y  t o  answer  back. T h e  m o r e  our a t t e n -  
t ion is c o n c e n t r a t e d  on "living" religions, and  t h e  more  
familiar spokesmen f o r  such living religions become with  
t h e  c a t e g o r i e s  a n d  c o n c e p t s  of t h e  sc ience  of religion,  t h e  
more  complex t h e  p ic tu re  becomes.  This is a considera t ion 
which is d i rec t ly  r e l e v a n t  t o  s tud ies  of (and somet imes 
funded by) l a r g e  and soph i s t i ca ted  modern religious move- 
men t s  such a s  t h e  Unification Church  and  SCka Gakkai  ( t o  
t a k e  t h e  two  perhaps  most  obvious examples) but  i t  is also,  
and  in principle no d i f fe ren t ly ,  r e l evan t  t o  s tud ies  of t radi -  
t ions  a s  long-standing, complex and  highly a r t i c u l a t e  a s  a r e  
mainst ream Buddhism and  Chris t iani ty .  

If we  add t h e  f u r t h e r  complicat ion t h a t  many scho la r s  
of religion a l so  belong t o  t h e  t r ad i t ions  which they  a r e  
s tudying o r  comparing,  and f requen t ly  a c t  a s  spokesmen f o r  
t h e s e  t r ad i t ions  ( a s  though a c a t  one  was  vivisecting s t a r t -  
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e d  t o  d iscuss  t h e  e t h i c s  of t h e  operat ion) ,3  then  in t ry ing 
t o  es tabl ish  a workable  methodology f o r  t h e  sc ien t i f i c  
s tudy  of religion w e  find ourse lves  in w h a t  Hofs tad te r  ca l ls  
a " s t r ange  loop"-that is, a complex semant ic  a n d  epis temo-  
logical  p rocess  which somehow always  r e t u r n s  t o  t h e  point 
from which i t  s t a r t e d ,  though in a sub t ly  t ransformed way 
(Hofs tad te r  1980, pp.10-24). This is  a l so  one  meaning of t h e  
"hermeneut ical  circle." The  explorat ion of such s t r a n g e  
loops, pe rhaps  involving s e v e r a l  s e t s  of religious sc r ip tu res ,  
a r a n g e  of wisdom t rad i t ions  a n d  a pyramid of hermeneut i -  
c a l  devices ,  can  a c q u i r e  a religious t inge  in i t se l f .  

F ina l  p a t t e r n s .  In t h e  course  of t h e  Turku c o n f e r e n c e  i t  
became  c l e a r  t h a t  some approaches  w e r e  n o t  considered 
helpful by most  of t h e  par t ic ipants .  "A theological  e l ement  
occur red  in various contexts ,"  r e p o r t s  Honko, "but never  a t  
any s t a g e  succeeded  in gaining con t ro l  of t h e  discussion" 
(Honko 1979, p. xxiii). No a l t e r n a t i v e  method predominated,  
however ,  and  though t h e  c o n f e r e n c e  a s  a whole  seemed t o  
f a v o r  "soft" methodologies  o v e r  "hard" ones,  th i s  p re fe r -  
e n c e  was  uneasy,  even  de fens ive  (Honko 1979, p. xxviii). 

In t h e  course  of t h e  discussions Er ic  Sharpe  ra ised a 
possibil i ty which a lso  led nowhere  a t  t h e  t ime, t h a t  t h e r e  
might b e  no underlying ratio, no f inal  p a t t e r n  t o  be  discov- 
e r e d  by any methodological  procedure .  This w a s  c h a r a c t e r -  
ised by Werblowsky a s  t h e  kind of quest ion asked  by yourig- 
e r  scho la r s  and  s tudents- i t  might b e  thought  naive,  bu t  
should be  t aken  seriously (Honko 1979, pp. 209-210, p. 216). 

Ra t iona l i ty  a n d  r d i g i o n .  The  t endency  of younger  scho la r s  
and  s t u d e n t s  is t o  become o lde r  scho la r s  a n d  s t u d e n t s  and  
so, e i g h t  yea r s  a f t e r  Turku t h e  quest ion of whe the r  religion 
h a s  an  underlying ratio o r  p a t t e r n  is  s t i l l  ser iously  asked. 
The  quest ion is  impor tan t  because  ra t ional i ty  is seen  a s  t h e  

3. Ninian Smar t  ca l l s  this  phenomenon " the  re f lex ive  e f f e c t "  (Smart  1973, 
pp. 4-6, 40-41. 
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key t o  a sc ien t i f i c  approach.  Since,  in t h e  West  at l eas t ,  
t h e  independence  of s c i e n c e  w a s  o f t e n  hard-won, and  
emerged  f rom within a r e s t r i c t i v e  theological  o r  religious 
f ramework,  r a t iona l i ty  and  religion have  o f t e n  been viewed 
a s  opposites,  a n d  a success fu l  analysis of religious a c t i o n  is 
o f t e n  l ikely t o  b e  one  which exposes  t h e  n a t u r e  of religious 
belief o r  p r a c t i c e  a s  fundamental ly  illusory o r  i r ra t ional .  

This has  been a c o n s t a n t  problem f o r  phenomenology, 
which in seeking t o  p rese rve  t h e  sphere  of t h e  religious (in 
t h e  sense  of t h e  bel iever ' s  own unders tanding of t h e  signi- 
f i c a n c e  of his religious a c t i o n s  and  beliefs)  h a s  o f t e n  found 
i t se l f  defending t h e  irrational-in o t h e r  words  i t  has  been 
unable  t o  p e n e t r a t e  b e n e a t h  t h e  s u r f a c e  of religous claims 
a n d  counter-claims. Consequent ly  a phenomenological  
a c c o u n t  of religious behavior  o f t e n  seems  l e s s  convincing 
(because  i t  has  l e s s  exp lana to ry  power)  than ,  say,  a socio- 
logical  explanat ion.  A sociological  explanat ion,  however ,  is  
l ikely  t o  t a k e  a s  i t s  premise-implicit ly o r  expl ic i t ly- the  
view t h a t  religious ways  of thinking a r e  l e s s  ra t ional ,  and  
t h e r e f o r e  l e s s  t ru th-reveal ing,  than  i t s  own.4 

Mult ip le  layers of meaning. Two helpful po in t s  can  b e  made 
he re ,  I think,  t o  help heal  t h e  r i f t  b e t w e e n  s c i e n c e  and  
religion. The  f i r s t  is t h a t  sc ien t i s t s  a r e  l e s s  complacen t  
abou t  t h e  s t r a igh t fo rward  ra t iona l i ty  of the i r  own premises 
t h a n  they  used t o  be, f o r  a s  t h e  psychologist  C h a r l e s  T a r t  
has  shown, sc ien t i f i c  s t a t e m e n t s  a b o u t  t h e  u l t ima te  n a t u r e  
of th ings  can  b e  l i tera l ly  indist inguishable from religious 
s t a t e m e n t s  ( T a r t  1975, p. 111). 

The  second  is t h a t  o n e  of t h e  weaknesses  of t h e  
phenomenological  approach,  which might b e  c h a r a c t e r i z e d  
a s  i t s  excess ive  pol i teness  in t h e  f a c e  of absurd o r  unlikely 
truth-claims, c a n  be  dispensed wi th  reasonably  easily 

4. For a n  illuminating d e b a t e  on these  issues s e e  t h e  collect ion of papers 
by Bryan Wilson and  o t h e r s  in t h e  recent  issue of this  journal, Japa- 
nese Journal of Religious Studies 911 (1982). 
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through the  recogni t ion t ha t  rel ig ious systems are  
endemical ly sectarian, t ha t  doc t r ina l  standpoints emerge in  
response t o  o ther  doc t r ina l  standpoints, and t ha t  p rac t i ca l -  
l y  every re l ig ious t rad i t ion  o r  sect has emerged i n t o  publ ic 
knowledge w i t h i n  a con tex t  o f  competing views o f  the  
wor ld  and competing value-systems. This means, f o r  
instance, a fo l lower  o f  Tenr ikyf i  may bel ieve t ha t  the  
center  o f  the universe l i es  i n  the v i l lage o f  Shcyashiki i n  
Yamato, bu t  this "bel ief"  should no t  be understood f rom the  
po in t  o f  v iew o f  the  science o f  re l ig ion as a complete 
account o f  the contents  o f  the  consciousness o f  t ha t  fo l -  
lower, f o r  the be l ie f  also implies the refutat ion,  o r  an t i c i -  
pation, o f  a l te rna t i ve  views o f  which t he  bel iever  is 
undoubtedly aware. 

The Tenr ikyf i  devotee is t o  a greater  o r  lesser ex ten t  
aware t ha t  o ther  people do no t  regard Shfiyashiki as the 
center  o f  the  universe, and he  w i l l  have a v iew about the  
status o f  this a l te rna t i ve  be l ie f  or opinion. He may f o r  
instance th ink t h a t  people who do no t  rea l i ze  tha t  Shfiya- 
shiki  is the  cen te r  o f  the universe are misguided, o r  
unlucky, o r  obtuse. The essential po in t  is tha t  the bel iever  
is aware o f  al ternat ives, and t o  this ex ten t  his rel ig ious 
be l ie f  can never be considered as a naive mani festat ion o f  
a single perspective. 

The awareness o f  a l ternat ives is an especially impor- 
t a n t  f ac to r  in  any account o f  the rel igious standpoint o f  
Buddhist o r  Chr is t ian  communities, where bel ievers a re  
o f t en  acu te ly  aware o f  sectarian, ideological  and ind iv idual  
a l ternat ives t o  the i r  own beliefs. This is also a character is-  
t i c  o f  p r im i t i ve  societies' religions, as Ma ry  Douglas 
showed i n  quot ing Vansina's account o f  three independent 
thinkers among the  Bushong who maintained complex per-  
sonal be l ie fs  bu t  nevertheless took the i r  f u l l  p a r t  i n  the  
rel igious "system" o f  the  tr ibe, despite apparent inconstan- 
cies (Douglas 1966, pp. 78-79). 

Moreover,  th is  has a bear ing on how we v iew sectar i -  
anism, f o r  the f ac t  o f  sectarianism w i th in  what  is norma- 
t i ve l y  conceived o f  as a single rel igious t rad i t ion  
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(Chr is t ian i t y  and Buddhism bo th  prov ide excel lent  examples 
of a weak un i t y  o f  strong diversi t ies) which modern 
ecumenically-minded theologians and Buddhologians tend t o  
regret ,  and wh ich  ant i-rel ig ious theorists sieze on as evi-  
dence o f  the inchoate and i r r a t i ona l  na tu re  o f  rel ig ious 
thought, is ac tua l l y  t o  be seen as a r i c h  source o f  mul t ip le  
meanings, and an i l l us t ra t ion  o f  the way i n  wh ich  human 
thought  funct ions a t  mul t ip le  levels o f  awareness, f o r  the 
science o f  religion. 

As an example which also happens t o  involve a 
Buddhist-Christ ian comparison, Leon  Hurv i t z  once comment- 
ed t h a t  t he  average Chinese Buddhist's v iew o f  the Lotus 
Sutra (wh ich  is an Indian work  t rans lated i n t o  Chinese) 
resembled t h a t  o f  the  middle-American fundamentalist, who 
knows the  Bib le  was n o t  or ig ina l ly  w r i t t e n  i n  English, bu t  
the  f a c t  has no t  penetrated his consciousness. I n  the  same 
way, a l l  k inds o f  rel ig ious bel ie fs  t o  some ex ten t  conceal 
o r  imply  t he i r  opposites and al ternat ives, and no one 
involved i n  a rel igious system is to ta l l y  unaware o f  this 
aspect. Rel igious teachings a re  no doubt creat ive, bu t  they 
are no t  c rea t i ve  ex nihilo. I n  pract ice,  th is  means tha t  a 
phenomenological approach to, say, Japanese Cathol ic ism 
should include also a l l  the  Protestant,  Buddhist, Shinto 
other  rel igious and non-religious cr i t ic isms and counter- 
views o f  which Japanese Cathol ics  are aware and i n  t he  
con tex t  o f  wh ich  they def ine t he i r  own rel igious stand- 
points-no re l ig ion  is an island. 

Engaghg wi th alternatives. It should also be noted i n  this 
connect ion that  sc ien t i f i c  standpoints have t o  be  establish- 
ed thoroughly in  just the same way as rel igious standpoints 
i n  r e l a t i on  t o  ex is t ing views wh ich  they may wish t o  over- 
throw, and t ha t  this is another po int  o f  convergence fo r  
sc ien t i f i c  and rel igious approaches. As an i l lus t ra t ion,  
Sigmund Freud's in ten t ion  t o  establish psychoanalysis on a 
sc ien t i f i c  basis necessarily led  h im i n to  explanat ions o f  
phenomena hardly re la ted  t o  therapy, such as the  origins o f  
mora l i t y  and t h e  history o f  the Jewish people. I n  moving so 
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f a r  f rom t h e  c e n t e r  of w h a t  h e  i n t ended  t o  b e  e s sen t i a l l y  a 
c l i n i ca l  t h e r a p e u t i c  m e t h o d  h e  acknowledged  t h e  f a c t  t h a t  
e v e r y  opinion,  h o w e v e r  wel l - supor ted  i t  is, mus t  a l so  
e n g a g e  w i t h  a l l  a l t e r n a t i v e  opin ions  and  wor ld-v iews in 
o r d e r  t o  b e  f i rmly  e s t ab l i shed .  

In t h e  s a m e  way ,  t h e  m o t i v e  f o r  t h e  s t u d y  of compara -  
t i v e  re l ig ion  in mainland C h i n a  t o d a y  l ies  in t h e  r ecogn ized  
n e e d  f o r  Marx i s t -Len in i s t  ideology t o  b e  t h o r o u g h - t h a t  is, 
f o r  i t  t o  t a k e  a c c o u n t  of t h e  r e a l i t i e s  of a l l  poss ib le  a l t e r -  
n a t i v e  i deo log ie s  ( inc luding  re l ig ious  ones)  in o r d e r  t o  
b e c o m e  s t r o n g  i t se l f .  In f a c t  t h e  d e s i r e  t o  unde rmine  a 
v i ew  d i f f e r e n t  f rom o n e ' s  own is o n e  of t h e  mos t  compel-  
l ing m o t i v e s  f o r  s tudy ing  t h a t  po in t  of v i ew  in a l l  i t s  
r ami f i ca t ions ,  a n d  is o n e  of t h e  r e a s o n s  mi s s iona r i e s  o f t e n  
b e c o m e  t h e  m o s t  ass iduous  s t u d e n t s  of "o ther"  rel igions.  

Relative perspectives. However ,  in t ry ing  t o  e s t ab l i sh  a 
s c i e n t i f i c  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  o n e  is e v e n t u a l l y  led  i n t o  t h e  a r e a  
of c u l t u r a l  r e l a t i v i sm,  a s  is inc reas ing ly  s e e n  nowadays  in 
t h e  J a p a n e s e  c a s e ,  w h e r e  W e s t e r n  ideologies ,  psychologies  
a n d  models  of soc i a l  a n d  re l ig ious  deve lopmen t  wh ich  h a v e  
b e e n  tho rough ly  t e s t e d  only  in r e l a t i o n  t o  W e s t e r n  m a t e -  
r i a l s  o f t e n  seem unable  t o  come  t o  g r ip s  w i t h  t h e  J a p a n e s e  
d a t a .  This  is  n o t  a  s u b j e c t  which  i t  is n e c e s s a r y  t o  pu r sue  
in d e t a i l  in t h e  p a g e s  of t h i s  journal .  T h e  r a t i o n a l i t y  of t h e  
p re suppos i t i ons  of much t h a t  is cons ide red  s c i e n t i f i c  in t h e  
W e s t  is be ing  ca l l ed  inc reas ing ly  i n t o  ques t ion ,  a n d  w e  a r e  
now much m o r e  used  t o  dea l ing  w i t h  t h e  i dea  t h a t  d i f f e r e n t  
indiv iduals  see t h e  wor ld  d i f f e r e n t l y ,  t h a t  p a t t e r n s  a r e  
d e p e n d e n t  upon p e r s p e c t i v e ,  a n d  t h a t  our  p e r c e p t i o n  of t h e  
wor ld  is e x a c t l y  t h a t - a  pe rcep t ion .  

Ideas  l ike  t h i s  h a v e  b e e n  a v a i l a b l e  f o r  a  long t ime ,  b u t  
in t h e  W e s t  a t  l e a s t  w e  h a v e  con f ined  t h e m  t o  philosophi-  
c a l  s p e c u l a t i o n  a n d  w e  h a v e  no t  appl ied  t h e m  wi th in  t h e  
soc i a l  s c i e n c e s  a n d  t h e  human i t i e s  s o  r ead i ly  a s  in t h e  
phys ica l  s c i ences .  I t  m a y  b e  t h a t  c h e a p  a i r  t r a v e l  h a s  help-  
e d  a c c u s t o m  us  t o  th inking  r e l a t i ve ly ;  t h e  e x p e r i e n c e  of 
pass ing  rapid ly  f rom o n e  t ime-zone  t o  a n o t h e r  f o r  i n s t a n c e  
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p r e v e n t s  us  f rom e v e r  aga in  a sk ing  na ive ly  w h a t  "the" t i m e  
is. 

Q u i t e  a p a r t  f rom e x p e r i e n c e s  of t h i s  kind,  a s e n s e  of  
t h e  e s s e n t i a l  a r b i t r a r i n e s s  of s o c i a l  a n d  c u l t u r a l  p a t t e r n s  i s  
induced by t h e  c u m u l a t i v e  p r o c e s s  of "answer ing  back"  
r e f e r r e d  t o  above ,  w h e r e b y  c u l t u r e s  a n d  be l i e f s  wh ich  fo r -  
mer ly  e x i s t e d  a s  o b j e c t s  of s t u d y  have ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  a g e n c y  
a f  a b l e  spokesmen- inc luding  c o m p a r a t i v e  re l ig ionis t s -been  
a b l e  t o  c h a l l e n g e  t h e  p re suppos i t i ons  of t h e  s tudy ing  cul -  
t u r e .  E v e n  so ,  w h e t h e r  o n e  a c c e p t s  t h e  i dea  t h a t  mean ing  
d e p e n d s  on p e r s p e c t i v e  d e p e n d s  upon o n e ' s  pe r spec t ive .  

BUDDHISM AND CHRISTIANITY 
In w h a t  w a y  d o  t h e  g e n e r a l  i ssues  r a i s ed  in t h i s  pre l iminary  
d iscuss ion  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  p a r t i c u l a r  t o p i c  of c o m p a r a t i v e  
s t u d i e s  of  Buddhism a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y ?  F i r s t l y ,  t h e  ques t ion  
of who  p a r t i c i p a t e s  in c e r t a i n  t y p e s  of d iscuss ion  f o r c e s  u s  
t o  a s k  w h o  t a k e s  p a r t  in c o m p a r a t i v e  s t u d i e s  w h o s e  a r e a  of 
inqui ry  e x t e n d s  t o  c o v e r  b o t h  Buddhism a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  
a n d  a t  t h e  s a m e  t ime  is  r e s t r i c t e d  t o  c o v e r  only  Buddhism 
a n d  Chr i s t i an i ty .  

T h e  a n s w e r  is t h a t  i t  is usual ly  Buddhis t  o r  C h r i s t i a n  
s c h o l a r s  w h o  a r e  i n t e r e s t e d  in a f ie ld  of  s t u d y  s o  de f ined -  
by wh ich  i s  m e a n t  of c o u r s e  s c h o l a r s  a n d  s t u d e n t s  of 
re l ig ion  w h o s e  background  o r  a f f i l i a t i on  i s  Buddhis t  o r  
Chr i s t i an .  

Bl ind spots in Buddhist-Christian studies. T h e  modern  
e n c o u n t e r  a t  a fair1 y s o p h i s t i c a t e d  l eve l  b e t w e e n  Buddhism 
a n d  Chr i s t i an i ty - " those  t w o  g r e a t  s h a p e r s  of E a s t  a n d  
West" a s  Ninian S m a r t  desc r ibed  t h e m  in his  1979-80 
Gif fo rd  l ec tu re s5 - i s  a m a t t e r  of h i s to r i ca l  f a c t .  T h e  

5.  "The Variet ies  of Religious Identity," l ec tures  del ivered a t  t h e  Univer- 
s i ty of Edinburgh. The  following year ' s  l ec tures ,  on  t h e  subject  of 
Islamic cosmological doctr ines,  were  del ivered by Seyyed Hosein Nasr, 
but it was not  made c lear  in Smart 's  l ec tures  which point of t h e  com- 
pass is  being shaped by Islam. Is this a blind-spot in Buddhist-Chris- 
t ian studies? 
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mu tua l  d i s t r u s t  of Buddhism a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a s  t e r r i t o r i a l l y  
c o m p e t i n g  re l ig ious  t r a d i t i o n s  o v e r  t h e  l a s t  f e w  c e n t u r i e s  
( a  d i s t r u s t  i n s t ruc t ive ly  d o c u m e n t e d  in t h e  c a s e  of J apan ) ,  
a n d  t h e  impulsion f o r  t h e m  t o  c o m e  t o  t e r m s  ( t h a t  is, t o  
s y n c r e t i z e )  in t h e  l a t t e r  p a r t  of t h e  t w e n t i e t h  c e n t u r y  a s  
t w o  re l ig ious  t r a d i t i o n s  e n g a g e d  inter &a in t e r r i t o r i a l  
c o m p e t i t i o n  w i t h  avowed ly  an t i r e l i g ious  o r  nonre l ig ious  
i deo log ie s  a n d  phi losophies  such  a s  Marxism,  is a l s o  a ma t -  
t e r  of h i s t o r i c a l  f a c t .  

S ince  Buddhism a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a r e  b o t h  t r a d i t i o n s  
w i t h  a consc ious ly  ma in t a ined ,  p a s t  a n d  f u t u r e  o r i e n t e d  his- 
t o r i c a l i s t  d imension ,  s o  b o t h  t r a d i t i o n s  h a v e  a s t r o n g  in t e r -  
est in t h e i r  r e s p e c t i v e  (o r  e v e n  joint)  fu tu re s .  H e n c e  
spokesmen  f o r  b o t h  t r ad i t i ons ,  e v e n  in t h e i r  r o l e  a s  scho-  
l a r s  of re l ig ion ,  t e n d  n a t u r a l l y  enough t o  b e  r e s i s t a n t  t o  
a n a l y s e s  wh ich  p r e d i c t  t h e  demise  of e i t h e r  o r  b o t h  of  
t h e s e  rel igions.  P e r h a p s  t h i s  r e s i s t a n c e ,  m a n i f e s t  a s  o n e  
v o i c e  of t h e  s e c u l a r i z a t i o n  d e b a t e ,  is a s h a r e d  bl ind-spot  of  
Buddhism a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y ,  b u t  i t  is  some th ing  f o r  which  w e  
should  a l s o  b e  g r a t e f u l ,  f o r  t h e  e s sen t i a l l y  t heo log ica l  
impulse  wh ich  l i e s  a t  t h e  h e a r t  of t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  phenom- 
eno log ica l  a p p r o a c h  t o  t h e  s t u d y  of re l ig ion  h a s  b e e n  
r e spons ib l e  f o r  p re se rv ing  ( and  a l s o  r e -p re sen t ing )  t h e  
i n t e g r i t y  of a "rel igious" d imension  in r e s p e c t  of d a t a  c l a s -  
s i f i ed  a s  rel igious.  B e c a u s e  t h e r e  is l i f e  in re l ig ion ,  w e  c a n  
i n v e s t i g a t e  re l ig ion  in l i fe .  

The religious dimension. However ,  t h e  ve ry  idea  t h a t  c e r -  
t a i n  a s p e c t s  o r  e l e m e n t s  of l i f e  a r e  "rel igious" wh i l e  o t h e r s  
a r e  no t ,  which  may h a v e  b e e n  use fu l  a s  a c o r r e c t i v e  a t  
some  t i m e s  a n d  in some  c i r c u m s t a n c e s ,  c o n t a i n s  i t s  own  
c o n t r a d i c t i o n s  a n d  h e n c e  is l imi t ed ,  b e c a u s e  i t  r e s t s  on t h e  
a s sumpt ion  t h a t  t h e  e x i s t e n c e  of a re l ig ious  dimension is 
consensua l ly  d e n i e d  f rom t h e  po in t  of v iew of  a t ru ly  sc ien-  
t i f i c  pe r spec t ive .  

But f rom wi th in  t h e  Buddhis t  a n d  C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n s  
n o  d i s t i n c t  ion i s  a c t u a l l y  m a d e  b e t w e e n  w h a t  is re l ig ious  
a n d  w h a t  is no t ,  e x c e p t  in t h e  ve ry  l imi ted  s e n s e  t h a t  c e r -  
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t a i n  a c t i v i t i e s ,  buildings,  s c r i p t u r e s  a n d  s o  f o r t h  d e m a n d  a 
m o r e  r e v e r e n t i a l  a t t i t u d e  of mind t h a n  is normal .  F o r  t h e  
C h r i s t i a n ,  t h i s  is G o d ' s  wor ld ,  a n d  e v e r y t h i n g  is  in t h a t  
s e n s e  "religious." F o r  t h e  Buddhis t ,  a pa ra l l e l  s i t u a t i o n  
o b t a i n s  b e c a u s e  e v e r y t h i n g  is u l t ima te ly  unde r s tood  a n d  
e x p e r i e n c e d  in Buddhis t  te rms.  

This  is a n  idea l  p i c t u r e  in t h e  s e n s e  t h a t  i t  a s sumes  
g r e a t e r  c o n s i s t e n c y  of  s e l f -unde r s t and ing  t h a n  is  normal ly  
found  amongs t  t h e  a d h e r e n t s  of  e i t h e r  t r ad i t i on ,  b u t  w e  
c a n  a t  l e a s t  s a y  t h a t  i n so fa r  a s  someone  c o n c e i v e s  himself  
t o  b e  a C h r i s t i a n  o r  a Buddhis t ,  t h i s  c o n s t i t u t e s  h is  u l t i -  
m a t e  f r a m e  of r e f e r e n c e .  

fisiders and outsiders. A t  t h e  s a m e  t ime,  of  cou r se ,  Chr i s -  
t i a n s  a n d  Buddh i s t s  d o  n o t  be l i eve  t h a t  t h e  gene ra l ly  
s a c r e d  c h a r a c t e r  of t h e  wor ld  m a k e s  non-Chr i s t i ans  o r  non- 
Buddh i s t s  i n t o  re l ig ious  people .  F o r  b o t h  t r a d i t i o n s  i t  is 
i m p o r t a n t  t h a t  o n e  "becomes" a fo l lower .  T h e r e  m a y  b e  sa l -  
va t ion  o u t s i d e  t h e  c h u r c h ,  o r  n i rvana  t o  b e  o b t a i n e d  by 
p l a n t s  a n d  s t o n e s ,  b u t  i n so fa r  a s  t h e s e  poss ib i l i t ies  e v e r  
b e c o m e  r e l e v a n t  t o  t h e  p r a c t i c a l  s i t u a t i o n  of  t h e  c h u r c h  o r  
s angha ,  t h e  dec i s ive  e l e m e n t  of e n t r y  i n t o  t h e  re l ig ious  
communi ty ,  l ay  o r  monas t i c ,  by b i r t h  o r  by in i t i a t i on ,  i s  
a l w a y s  p re sen t .  T h e  pr imary  d i f f e r e n c e  b e t w e e n  t h e  t w o  
t r a d i t i o n s  h e r e  is o n e  of  t ime- sca l e  r a t h e r  t h a n  of prin-  
c ip le ;  Buddh i s t s  a s  a r u l e  v i ew  l i f e  in t e r m s  of ,a s e r i e s  of 
b i r t h s  a n d  d e a t h s ,  C h r i s t i a n s  in t e r m s  of o n e  dec i s ive  l i fe -  
t i m e  on1 y, s o  t h a t  m a t t e r s  become  co r r e spond ing ly  m o r e  
urgent .  

T h e  ou t s ide r ,  t h e  s o c i a l  s c i e n t i s t  f o r  i n s t a n c e ,  p r ec i se ly  
d o e s  n o t  s h a r e  t h i s  C h r i s t i a n  o r  Buddhis t  v i ew  t h a t  a l l  t h e  
wor ld  is  a s a c r e d  p lace .  Typica l ly ,  h e  sees re l ig ion  in i t s e l f  
a s  only o n e  a s p e c t  of a wor ld  wh ich  is  in p r inc ip l e  ame-  
n a b l e  t o  e x p l a n a t i o n  a n d  inves t iga t ion  in t e r m s  o t h e r  t h a n  
re l ig ious  ones. Consequen t ly ,  o n e  of t h e  g r e a t e s t  problems 
f o r  t h e  s t u d e n t  of re l ig ion  w h o  w a n t s  t o  p r e s e r v e  t h e  c a t e -  
go ry  of t h e  "rel igious1'- that  is, w h o  w a n t s  t o  s ay  t h a t  t h e  
s c i e n c e  of re l ig ion  d e a l s  w i t h  d a t a  which  e i t h e r  a r e  n o t  o r  
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cannot be adequately understood by o ther  academic o r  
sc ien t i f i c  disciplines such as history, aesthet ics o r  socio- 
biology (and who typ ica l l y  holds some rel igious be l ie f  o f  his 
own)-has been the problem o f  t rans lat ing rel igious per- 
spect ives i n t o  sc ien t i f i ca l l y  acceptable ones. This problem 
may be expressed i n  terms o f  the  Japanese d is t inct ion 
between uchi (insider) and soto (outsider) contexts,  and 
means i n  essence tha t  a theologian or Buddhologian can i n  
p rac t i ce  leg i t imate ly  say things as a pr iest  which he cannot 
leg i t imate ly  say as an academic. 

Bu t  as Pe te r  Berger po inted ou t  some t ime ago in  The 
Sacred Canopy, t o  make any d i f fe ren t ia t ion  between these 
con tex ts  is impossible except  on  the basis o f  some theolog- 
i c a l  a pr ior i  l'. .. but  I fo r  one cannot get  myself i n to  a 
pos i t ion f rom which I can launch theological  a prioris. I am 
forced there fo re  t o  abandon a d i f f e ren t i a t i on  that  is sense- 
less f rom any a posteriori vantage point "  (Berger 1967, 
pp.185-187). F o r  Berger  this means that,  being unable as a 
responsible member o f  the academic community t o  present 
his be l ie fs  as knowledge, he is forced t o  abandon the uch i l  
soto d is t inc t ion  and admi t  t ha t  every presupposition, 
rel ig ious or not, is i n  pr inc ip le  open t o  question. 

Science and warmth. The problem, then, is t o  develop a 
t r u l y  sc ien t i f i c  methodology f o r  the study o f  re l ig ion which 
transcends the uchi/soto dis t inct ion by explaining the  data 
t ha t  does just ice t o  the understanding o f  the  bel iever,  bu t  
is nonetheless ra t iona l  and sc ien t i f i ca l l y  acceptable. I n  the  
case o f  comparat ive studies o f  Buddhism and Chr is t ian i t y  
we need t o  be work ing towards an understanding which is 
sc ien t i f i ca l l y  based on the data presented by these two  
tradit ions, which goes beyond any narrowly theologica l  per- 
spect ive ( theologica l  perspect ives need not  in  pr inc ip le  be 
nar row bu t  they usually are, as T i l l i ch  discovered when he 
came t o  Japan) and y e t  a t  the same t ime respects the  
understanding o f  the bel iever.  

It is not  par t i cu la r l y  d i f f i c u l t  t o  develop a methodology 
by which t o  understand Buddhism and Chr is t ian i t y  which is 
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based o n  his tor ica l ,  philological and sociological  f a c t ,  and 
which t r anscends  a na r row theological  viewpoint;  t h e  prob- 
lem l ies  in t h e  l a s t  qual i f ica t ion- that  i t  must  do  jus t i ce  t o  
t h e  unders tanding of t h e  believer.  This is  w h a t  Smar t  ca l -  
led  deal ing w i t h  t h e  ma te r i a l  both  sc ient i f ica l ly  and  a t  t h e  
s a m e  t ime "warmly" (Smart  1973, p. 3). 

The  reduc t ion i s t  view which sees religion a s  illusory in 
a va r i e ty  of ways,  and  a t  t h e  opposi te  e x t r e m e  t h e  kind of 
theological  sociology which i n t e r p r e t s  v i r tual ly  eve ry  kind 
of civil  o r  socia l  ac t ion  a s  "religious" a r e  bo th  equally 
"cold" in th is  r e spec t ,  f o r  they  fa i l  t o  fulfi l l  t h i s  l a s t  quali- 
f ica t ion.  Warmth is a sensat ion,  a r e l a t ion  b e t w e e n  two  
th ings  ( h e r e  t h e  obse rve r  of religion and  t h e  observed)  and  
i t  is t h e  ma in tenance  of this warmth  which c h a r a c t e r i z e s  
unders tanding,  and  t h e  successful  transmission of th i s  
warmth  which c h a r a c t e r i z e s  a good explanat ion,  of reli-  
gious da ta .  

THE P E R F E C T  MAN 
A new idea. In t h e  second p a r t  of this paper  I w a n t  t o  sug- 
g e s t  an  avenue  of approach  which might open up t h e  Bud- 
dhis t  a n d  Chr i s t i an  t r ad i t ions  t o  a sc ien t i f i c ,  y e t  no t  
r educ t ion i s t ,  analysis. It is however  f a r  e a s i e r  t o  d iscredi t  
old ideas  than  t o  develop new ones. 

Doubts about tradit ion. Within both  Buddhist and  Chr i s t i an  
t radi t ions ,  t o  a g r e a t e r  o r  l e s se r  e x t e n t  according t o  
denomination o r  s e c t ,  a n  a w a r e n e s s  of t h e  tens ion be tween  
on t h e  o n e  hand t h e  t r ad i t iona l  teachings ,  and  on t h e  o t h e r  
hand t h e  findings of h is tor ica l  scholarship,  text -cr i t ic ism 
and  so  f o r t h  has  become a f a c t  of life. Within Chr i s t i an i ty  
f o r  ins tance,  t h e  problem f o r  t h e  theologians  and  ordinary  
bel ievers  l i e s  n o t  s o  much in w h a t  this kind of r e sea rch  
may d i scover  a s  in t h e  very  possibility of t h e r e  being 
th ings  y e t  t o  d iscover  abou t  C h r i s t  and, f o r  example ,  a b o u t  
ea r ly  Chris t iani ty .  

We have  wi tnessed fa i r ly  r e c e n t l y  t h e  e x t r e m e  reac t ion  
in t h e  English-speaking Chr i s t i an  world t o  t h e  hypothesis  
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advanced t h a t  Jesus was a marr ied man w i t h  a family. No 
Chr is t ian  pr inc ip les were d i rec t l y  threatened by such a 
hypothesis, bu t  what  was threatened once again was the  
very idea o f  the  re l iab i l i t y  o f  t radi t ion. The not ion was 
being a i red  t ha t  the Chr is t ian  t rad i t ion  may be u t t e r l y  
wrong, o r  a t  least  misinformed, about something as basic as 
t he  question o f  whether Jesus was marr ied o r  not. ( I t  hard- 
l y  needs t o  be said t h a t  we s t i l l  do n o t  know whether  Jesus 
was marr ied o r  not, o r  who he might  have been marr ied to, 
any more than we  know what  he looked l i k e  o r  what  his 
vo ice sounded like.) 

I n  contemporary Buddhism too, and par t i cu la r l y  i n  
Japan, t r ad i t i ona l  accounts of  ear ly  Buddhism and t he  Bud- 
dha's l i f e  have had t o  be revised again and again i n  the  
l i g h t  o f  new knowledge gained by scholar ly invest igat ion o f  
Indian, T ibetan or neglected ear ly  Chinese sources. I n  the  
West, where the  weight  o f  Buddhist t rad i t ion  is hard ly  fe l t ,  
Buddhist  scholars have been adventurous i n  theor iz ing 
about the  or igins o f  Buddhism and the  discont inui t ies 
between ear l ie r  and l a t e r  forms. 

Two very recen t  studies, one by  Graeme Macqueen on 
"inspired speech" i n  ear ly  Mahayana (Macqueen 1981) and 
t he  other  on the Savakasangha and t h e  S6tapanna by Pe te r  
M a ~ e f i e l d , ~  f o r  example, support the v iew t ha t  the earl iest 
Buddhist  community which existed wh i le  the  Buddha was 
alive, saw i t se l f  as a closed community, bo th  i n  the  sense 
t ha t  au thor i ta t i ve  teachings had t o  be t he  word  o f  the  
Buddha himself7 and i n  consequence o f  the  f a c t  t ha t  the  
transmission o f  the dhamma was something t ha t  could only 
take p lace between the  Buddha and a disciple.8 Mahayana 

6 .  "The SBvakasangha and t h e  S6tapannat '  (Ms. copy from t h e  author) .  
7. With minor exceptions. S e e  Macqueen 1981, p., 309, pp. 314-31 5. 
8. "Entrance t o  t h e  Ssvakasangha and thus a c q u ~ s i t i o n  of this guaran tee  

of enlightenment came about  by t h e  d i rec t ,  personal intervention of 
t h e  Buddha or ,  on occasion, of his foremost  disciples, in t h e  form of 
a n  ora l  transmission of t h e  dham ma.. ." (Masefield). 
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Buddhism is then shown to have arisen on the basis of 
personal inspiration and revelation perceived to have come 
from the spiritual form of the Buddha, externally to the 
historical traditional (Macqueen 1981). 

Even without these radical reassessments of early Bud- 
dhism, which f i n d  close parallels in recent studies of early 
Christianity, Buddhists and Buddhist scholars in Japan have 
had to come to terms with acknowledged flaws, forgeries 
and anachronisms in the scriptural tradition, successful 
heresies, bogus lists of patriarchs and so forth. With deter- 
mination, each successive challenge to the authority of tra- 
dition can no doubt be overcome, but the tradition becomes 
something which it has not been before when it comes 
under scholarly scrutiny from within; namely, no longer a 
reliable tradition but only probably a reliable tradition. 

Accounts and events. Perhaps debates about the reliability 
of religious traditions belong in the nineteenth century, 
along with the various religious responses to the charge of 
historical indeterminancy, including an increased emphasis 
on faith, feeling and religious experience as authenticators 
of tradition. 

Within the Christian tradition, a t  the level of scholarly 
reflection on the tradition, there is now a general recogni- 
tion of the difference between an event (such as the life 
and teaching of Jesus) and the accounts of that event upon 
which the tradition is based. It is recognized that there is 
very little evidence available upon which to reconstruct 
with any degree of certainty the personality and presence 
of Jesus. We now know that in the Christian tradition what 
might be called the "positive" conception of Christ-that 
which allows us to represent creatively in ar t ,  sculpture, 
literature and imagination the figure of Christ-has been 
re-invented a t  every stage of the tradition. 

Reinterpretation o f  the tradition. The ways in which this 
re-invention on the basis of tradition goes on, and the reg- 
ularities and patterns which can be discerned in this pro- 
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cess, a re  wor thy  o f  study i n  themselves, as Michae l  Pye 
recen t l y  suggested i n  h is  discussion o f  this ~ u b j e c t . ~  Here I 
wan t  only t o  po in t  out  one aspect o f  the  process o f  re in-  
te rp re ta t ion  o f  t rad i t ion  wh ich  is too  readi ly  neglected o r  
t rea ted  negat ive ly  i n  comparat ive studies, namely the  f ac t  
t h a t  understanding and explaining t he  t rad i t ion  always 
involves an awareness o f  the distance between the  present 
be l iever  and t h e  s ign i f icant  person o r  event i n  the past on 
wh ich  the  bel iever 's f a i t h  and community a re  founded. 

I n  cer ta in  types o f  rel ig ious transmission, f o r  instance 
i n  Zen Buddhism, t he  d i rect ,  an t i - in te l lec tua l  s ty le  o f  
teaching is formulated precisely in  order  t o  overcome this 
distance be tween the present and the  past. What is o f t en  
neglected, perhaps because it is another shared blind-spot 
i n  the  Buddhist-Christ ian dialogue, is the  signi f icance o f  
the  f a c t  t ha t  successive generat ions o f  theologians and 
Buddhologians have been unable t o  agree on a re-creat ion 
o f  who o r  what  Chr is t  was, and who o r  wha t  the Buddha 
was, and hence exac t l y  what  Chr is t ian i t y  o r  Buddhism 
should entai l .  

This inab i l i t y  is no t  simply the inab i l i t y  t o  explain 
everyth ing t o  everyone's sat is fact ion- the inab i l i t y  o f  a 
Chr is t ian  o r  Buddhist t o  communicate what  he knows. It 
ref lects ,  ra ther ,  a fundamental  problem f o r  bo th  Chr is t ians 
and Buddhists, t ha t  bo th  take as the i r  ob ject  o f  worship (or  
bet ter ,  "focus" as Smart puts  i t )  a h is to r i ca l  man, bu t  a 
man whom they f ind  indescribable-a pe r f ec t  man. 

Describing a perfect man. A pe r fec t  man is indescribable 
because we do no t  normal ly  f i n d  pe r f ec t  men i n  the  world. 

9. In addit ion t o  t h e  four major dimensions of any religious tradit ion 
(conceptual ,  behavioral, social  and psychological), P y e  identif ies  "a 
f i f th  dimension, namely t h e  extension of t h e  four basic dimensions 
through time, with t h e  resu l tan t  pa t te rns  and  routines which can  be  
observed running through t h e  tradit ions a s  historically known t o  us. It 
is this  f i f th  dimension, which t h e  bel iever views a s  t radit ion and where  
t h e  observer t r ies  t o  perceive pa t te rned  dynamics, which provides t h e  
main springboard in to  new, c r e a t i v e  interpretat ions. .  . . I t  (Pye 1979, 
p. 4). 
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Describing such a man as the t rad i t ions take as the i r  focus 
is l i k e  t r y i ng  t o  describe the smel l  o f  an unknown f lower  
(very d i f f e ren t  f rom a f lower  which does no t  exist), o r  i t  is 
l i ke  t r y i ng  t o  imagine a coelocanth on the  basis o f  a few 
fossi l  remains. The Moslem poet  Jalaluddin Rumi (died 1273 
A.D.) i n  his Masnavi has a poem on " the d i f fe rence  between 
knowing a th ing merely by simi l i tudes and on the au thor i t y  
o f  others, and knowing the  very essence thereof"  i n  which 
he  l ikens the bel iever 's knowledge o f  God's nature t o  the 
chi ld 's knowledge o f  sexual pleasure. He says: 

A ch i ld  knows naught o f  the  nature o f  sexual in ter -  
course 

Excep t  what  you t e l l  him, t ha t  i t  is l i k e  sweetmeats. 
Y e t  how fa r  does the  pleasure o f  sexual in tercourse 
Rea l l y  resemble t ha t  der ived f rom sweetmeats? 
Nevertheless the f i c t i o n  produces a re la t ion  
Between you, w i t h  your pe r f ec t  knowledge, and the  

child; 
So t ha t  the ch i ld  knows the ma t t e r  by a simi l i tude, 
Though he knows no t  i t s  essence or ac tua l  nature. 
Hence i f  he says "1 know it," ' t i s  no t  wrong. 
And  i f  he says "1 know i t  not," ' t i s  no t  wrong. 

(Whinfield. 1979, p. 154) 
Rumi then goes on t o  apply this analogy t o  knowledge o f  a 
pe r f ec t  man, i n  this case the f igure o f  Noah in  the  Islamic 
t rad i t ion:  

Should one say, "Do you know Noah, 
That  prophet o f  God and luminary o f  the sp i r i t?"  
I f  you say, "Do I no t  know him, f o r  t ha t  moon 
Is more famed than the  sun and moon o f  heaven? 
L i t t l e  ch i ldren i n  t he i r  schools, 
And elders i n  the i r  mosques, 
A l l  read his name prominent ly  i n  the Koran, 
And  preachers t e l l  his story f rom t imes o f  yore;" 
-You say true, f o r  you know him by repor t ,  
Though the r e a l  na tu re  o f  Noah is not revealed t o  you. 
On the  other  hand, i f  you say, "What know I o f  Noah 
As his contemporaries knew him? 
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I am a poor an t -wha t  can  I know of t h e  e l ephan t?  ... 
This s t a t e m e n t  is a lso  t rue ,  0 brother ,  
Seeing t h a t  you know n o t  his r ea l  nature . . .  

(Whinfield 1979, p. 154) 

Rumi says  t h a t  th is  impotence  t o  pe rce ive  rea l  e s sence  
through second-hand knowledge is common t o  ordinary  men, 
though h e  s t a t e s  t h a t  i t  is no t  universal. An awareness  of 
th i s  problem is expressed very c lea r ly  in both  t h e  Buddhist 
and  t h e  Chr i s t i an  t radi t ions  by pe r fo rmat ive  a c t s  of humili- 
ty. A p r i e s t  ta lk ing abou t  t h e  Buddha o r  abou t  C h r i s t  with- 
in his own community accompanies  his exposit ion,  a n d  seeds  
his pe r fo rmance  of s a c r e d  r i tuals ,  w i th  express ions  of per- 
sonal  humili ty toward  t h e  p e r f e c t  man. 

I t  is only when a Buddhist  o r  a Chr i s t i an  is asked t o  
a c t  as a "spokesman" f o r  his t radi t ion (in apo loge t i c s  o r  
i n t e r f a i t h  dialogue,  o r  when h e  is evangel iz ing outsiders),  
t h a t  h e  obliged by t h e  n a t u r e  of his new r o l e  t o  p re tend  t o  
unders tand  t h a t  which, within t h e  community,  h e  is happy 
t o  admit  t h a t  h e  canno t  understand. 

DESIRE T O  MEET THE PERFECT MAN 
Real but inconceivable. R e f e r e n c e  t o  t h e  Buddha and 
C h r i s t  a s  " p e r f e c t  men" is not  in tended t o  s e t  up a 
phenomenological  t y p e  of "pe r fec t  man" a n d  then  somehow 
s q u e e z e  t h e  p a s t  and  p resen t  Chr i s t i an  Buddhist concep-  
t ions  of t h e i r  founders  in to  i t-a process  which would 
undoubtedly go agains t  t h e  wishes of t h e  major i ty  of e a c h  
re l ig ion 's  believers.  In f a c t  w e  need t o  r e t a in  t h e  speci f i -  
c i t y  of each ;  C h r i s t  and  t h e  Buddha were ,  a f t e r  al l ,  
d i f f e r e n t  individuals. 

The  s ignif icance of t h e  c o n c e p t  of t h e  p e r f e c t  man is 
however  t h a t  i t  emphasizes  w h a t  bo th  t r ad i t ions  have  had 
in common s ince  t h e  d e a t h  of t h e i r  founders,  namely a n  
ideal  ( t h e  his tor ica l  f igure  of t h e  founder)  who w a s  both 
his tor ica l ly  r e a l  and fundamental ly  inconceivable.  Both 
C h r i s t  and t h e  Buddha once  walked in this world,  and  they  
and  t h e i r  immediate  fo l lowers  s t a n d  a t  t h e  beginnings of 
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Buddhist  and Chr is t ian history, but  t o  know th is  as h is tor -  
i c a l  f ac t  is no t  su f f i c ien t  fo r  fo l lowers of  e i ther  tradi t ion. 
Distance is no t  overcome by  one's being aware o f  it (indeed 
t he  reverse is probably the  case). Hence t he  desire actual ly  
t o  encounter t he  Buddha or Ch r i s t  is an u l t ima te  value i n  
bo th  tradi t ions, so ubiquitous indeed t h a t  i t s  s igni f icance is 
o f t e n  missed. 

How t o  meet a perfect man? Because it appears impossible 
t o  go backwards i n  h is to r i ca l  time, Chr is t ians and Buddhists 
o f t e n  hope t o  encounter the focus o f  the i r  rel ig ious devo- 
t i o n l o  e i ther  a f t e r  this l i f e  i n  another world, o r  perhaps i n  
a dream, a vis ion o r  a s ta te  o f  myst ica l  insight where t he  
Buddha o r  Chr is t  is perce ived t o  be present i n  sp i r i tua l  
form. This l a t t e r  method f o r  meet ing t he  Buddha is describ- 
ed f o r  example in  the Lo tus  Sutra, where it is said t h a t  the 
Buddha is only apparent ly absent f rom th is  world, and t ha t  
he can be seen and heard by anyone who has eyes t o  see. 
I n  other  forms o f  Mahayana t he  Buddha is said t o  be u l t i -  
mate ly  iden t i ca l  w i t h  one's own self, so t ha t  in  penetrat ing 
oneself one finds the Buddha. I n  bo th  Theravada and most 
forms o f  lay  Buddhism meri t-producing act iv i t ies,  sometimes 
o f  a very mundane kind, are considered t o  be the  means t o  
lead an ind iv idual  inexorably towards reb i r t h  i n  a p lace and 
a t  a t ime when he or she can meet  a Buddha. 

Wi th in  the  Chr is t ian  t rad i t ion  forms o f  myst ica l  devo- 
t ion  a re  prescr ibed by means o f  which one can meet Chr is t  
face  t o  face, bu t  o ther  impor tant  t rad i t ions w i t h i n  Chris- 
t i an i t y  expect this meet ing t o  take p lace i n  the  future, 
a f t e r  death, a t  the last  judgement or i n  the second coming. 
"Why dost thou hide thy  face?" asks St Augustine, "Happily 
thou w i l t  say, none can see t hy  face and l ive: A h  Lord, l e t  
me die, t h a t  I may see thee; l e t  me see thee, t ha t  I may 

10. In t h e  case of Buddhism, t h e  focus  inc ludes  a l l  Buddhas a n d  Bodhisat-  
t v a s  fo r  whom t h e  Buddha  Shakyamuni  w a s  t h e  h i s to r i ca l  p ro to type .  
Similarly in t h e  C h r i s t i a n  t r a d i t i o n  t h e  focus  compr i ses  C h r i s t  himself 
a n d  s a i n t s  w h o  p a r t a k e  of t h e  n a t u r e  of C h r i s t  and  r e f l e c t  him. 
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die. I would no t  l ive, bu t  die. Tha t  I may see Christ ,  I 
desire death; t ha t  I may l i ve  w i t h  Christ ,  I despise l i f e "  
(Grosar t  1967, p. 73).11 

Centrality o f  the perfect man. I f  we look a t  Buddhism and 
Chr is t ian i t y  in  this l ight ,  we can see anew how overwhelm- 
ing ly  t he i r  teachings, ceremonies and pract ices focus 
d i r ec t l y  or ind i rec t l y  on the Buddha, o r  on Christ .  Remind- 
ers o f  the  pe r f ec t  man who once was a re  everywhere i n  
images, prayers, scr iptures and gestures. 

O f t e n  i n  Japanese Buddhist  temples the presence o f  the 
Buddha is even more power fu l l y  expressed by being under- 
stated, as when a Buddha-image is v i r tua l l y  invisible behind 
a screen. Simi lar ly in  Pro tes tan t  Chr is t ian i t y  the empty 
cross evokes powerfu l ly  the  memory o f  Christ .  The centra l -  
i t y  o f  this focusing on the  pe r f ec t  man i s  so obvious tha t  it 
can easily be overlooked i n  comparat ive studies, but  it is 
also overlooked because the  concept o f  a pe r f ec t  man can- 
no t  be sat is factor i ly  " f i l l ed  out" o r  g iven a pos i t ive 
concept ion except  by this k ind  o f  suggestiveness, o r  by 
employing the  theological  language o f  paradox and praise. 

The concrete idea o f  the pe r f ec t  man cannot be com- 
prehended except as an exaggerat ion o r  a my th  by the  
social  sciences. Comparat ive studies which seek t o  be 
sc ien t i f i c  have consequently been res t r i c ted  t o  v iewing 
Ch r i s t  and t he  Buddha e i ther  i n  terms o f  the  subsequent 
t rad i t ion 's  changing theologica l  v iew o f  them, o r  i n  the a l l -  
embracing sociological  category o f  "charismatic founder." 
To advance f rom this impasse, we can put  fo rward  a v iew 
which is bo th  sc ien t i f i ca l l y  leg i t imate  and which does jus- 
t i c e  t o  the  understanding o f  the believer. A v iew o f  
Ch r i s t  and o f  the Buddha as histor ical ,  but  pe r f ec t  men. 

11. Quoted by Francis Quarles ( 1  592-1644) from "S.August.Soliloqu.cap.1.~' I 
have not been able to trace this passage in recent translations of 
Augustine's "soliloquies." 
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Meaning of  perfect man. The  idea  of t h e  p e r f e c t  man may 
seem a simplist ic and  even  reduct ionis t  approach  t o  bo th  
Chr i s t i an  and  Buddhist t each ings  abou t  C h r i s t  and t h e  
Buddha, but  if w e  look closely and  obse rve  t h e  a d v a n t a g e s  
of th is  simple formulat ion i t  c a n  be  s e e n  t o  fulfi l l  t h e  
demands of a number of d i s p a r a t e  approaches  t o  t h e  s tudy 
of religion,  a s  wel l  a s  providing an  a d e q u a t e  means  of 
dist inguishing sc ien t i f i c  a n d  religious i n t e r e s t  in t h e  d a t a  
of religious life. 

In t h e  f i r s t  place,  t h e  c o n c e p t  of "pe r fec t  man" is not  
a t  a l l  a simple one. As a n  English t e rm which is no t  used in 
any s t a n d a r d  theological  c o n t e x t  i t  c a r r i e s  no specia l  
theological  o r  Buddhological  connota t ions ,  s o  t h a t  i t  
r equ i res  f u r t h e r  formulat ion in o rde r  t o  make  sense.  Y e t  a l l  
such  formulat ions  a r e  bound t o  fail ,  because  "perfect"  and  
"man" a r e  never  combined in ordinary language discourse  
e x c e p t  negat ively  (when w e  desc r ibe  someone a s  not  a pe r -  
f e c t  man). 

Y e t  eve ryone  knows (in ~ u m i ' s  sense  of knowledge by 
simili tudes) w h a t  a p e r f e c t  man would be if such a o n e  
exis ted-he would be a man in whom t h e  con t rad ic t ions  
t h a t  we  ordinary people exper ience  a r e  removed. I t  is no t  
necessa ry  t o  desc r ibe  such  a man-indeed i t  is impossible t o  
do  s o  sa t is factor i ly-but  only t o  ask t h e  individual sc ien-  
t i s t ,  scholar ,  fo l lower  of a religious t each ing  t o  consider  
his own imperfect ions  annd t o  b e  a w a r e  of them. To b e  
a w a r e  of wha t  one l a c k s  is t o  know indirect ly  w h a t  com- 
pletion o r  pe r fec t ion  would be. It is impor tan t  t o  n o t e  t h a t  
th i s  approach ,  a l though i t  a p p e a r s  t o  commit t h e  e r r o r  laid 
a t  t h e  door  of Schle iermacher ,  O t t o  and c e r t a i n  phenomen- 
ologis ts  of requir ing t h a t  w e  s h a r e  in a pa r t i cu la r  religious 
exper ience  a s  a p re requ i s i t e  f o r  unders tanding and  in te r -  
pre t ing t h a t  exper ience,  in f a c t  d o e s  no such thing. 

There  is no requ i rement  t h e r e  t o  exper ience  " t h e  holy" 
o r  e n t e r  ano the r ' s  sub jec t ive  understanding. All t h a t  is 
required is  t o  be  a w a r e  of one ' s  ordinariness.  This is  a very  
democra t i c  approach  which should o f fend  nobody. When w e  
know w h a t  a p e r f e c t  man is not ,  t hen  w e  au tomat ica l ly  
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know what  a pe r f ec t  man is. 

Warmth. A t  th is  point, a sc ien t i f i c  approach t o  re l ig ion 
wh ich  is concerned w i t h  Chr is t ian i t y  and Buddhism and 
wh ich  proceeds on the assumption tha t  Jesus and t he  Bud- 
dha bo th  existed (which is no more than i s  a t tes ted  by the  
most re l iab le h is to r i ca l  t rad i t ions)  has t o  show a l i t t l e  gen- 
eros i ty  o f  sp i r i t  and a l low tha t  Jesus and t h e  Buddha were 
indeed pe r f ec t  man. Since th is  is the overwhelming test i -  
mony o f  the t w o  tradit ions, and the  poss ib i l i ty  o f  t he  
existence o f  pe r f ec t  men is cer ta in ly  no t  excluded by 
knowledge obtained through any o f  the contemporary social  
o r  human sciences, we can a t  least adopt th is  idea as a 
heur is t ic  dev ice and see where i t  leads us, by tes t ing  it 
against various problems encountered i n  t he  comparat ive 
study o f  Buddhism and Chr is t ian i ty .  

Respect ing t h e  bel iever 's understanding. We may reca l l  
t h a t  one o f  the f i r s t  requirements o f  a sc ien t i f i c  approach 
t o  re l ig ion  is t ha t  i t  must do just ice t o  the  s i tua t ion  and 
self-understanding o f  the bel iever.  I n  this respect the "per- 
f e c t  man" paradigm is successful f o r  Buddhism and 
Chr is t ian i ty ,  s ince i t  puts  a t  the  center  o f  the  analysis 
t ha t  which i n  each t rad i t ion  i s  i n  f a c t  the cen t ra l  ( though 
no t  always the most exp l i c i t l y  advertised) focus o f  rel ig ious 
concern, namely the  f igu re  o f  Jesus i n  Chr is t ian i t y  and t h e  
Buddha i n  Buddhism. 

Note also t h a t  this concept has the po ten t ia l  t o  sat isfy 
also the sense o f  exlusiveness t ha t  goes, i n  g rea te r  o r  les- 
ser measure, w i t h  bo th  tradi t ions, because it says no more 
than t ha t  the Buddha and Jesus were  bo th  pe r f ec t  men. 
The Chr is t ian  theologica l  o r  be l iever  may want  t o  f i l l  out  
th is  concept o f  pe r f ec t  man by  saying t ha t  Jesus was no t  
merely a pe r f ec t  man bu t  was also the son o f  God, divine 
and so forth. This k ind  o f  conceptual a t t r i bu t i ve  formula- 
t i on  remains, however, f i rm ly  w i t h i n  the  uchi -context  and 
hence is necessarily accompanied by the theologian's uchi-  
con tex t  confession (which is p a r t  o f  his rel ig ious a t t i tude)  
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t h a t  he has only imper fec t  knowledge and t ha t  he is l i ke  
Rumi1s ant, who cannot hope t o  understand t he  elephant. 

Moreover  this k ind  o f  pos i t ive concept ion is the sor t  o f  
formulat ion tha t  is perpetual ly being revised and augmented 
by  developments , some o f  them sectarian, w i t h i n  the  t rad i -  
tion. The posi t ive meaning o f  this k ind o f  formulat ion w i l l  
never  be c lear  (and w i t h i n  the  uchi-context just ly  so, f o r  
the  purpose o f  theology is no t  t o  sat is fy  the i n t e l l ec t  bu t  
t o  worship God). Theological  formulat ions moreover cannot 
deeply concern outsiders t o  the  tradi t ion. The descript ion 
o f  Ch r i s t  or the  Buddha as a pe r f ec t  man, however, does 
no t  f a l l  i n t o  this trap, being theological ly neutral .  

P e r f e c t  man, n o t  founder. The category o f  pe r f ec t  man 
also d i f f e r s  s ign i f icant ly  f rom the  idea o f  Chr is t  and the  
Buddha as being "founders" o f  the i r  respect ive tradit ions. 
There can never be any h is to r i ca l  ce r ta in ty  tha t  Chr is t  or 
t he  Buddha intended t o  found the  par t i cu la r  t rad i t ions 
which now bear the i r  names. The concept o f  pe r f ec t  man 
al lows t ha t  such a l ink between focus and t rad i t ion  may 
exist, bu t  is no t  bound by it. 

Man a n d  myth. The concept o f  a pe r f ec t  man derives f rom 
the  remarkable f a c t  tha t  ce r ta in  individuals existed i n  par- 
t i cu la r  places a t  par t i cu la r  t imes i n  this world. I t  is 
impor tant  t o  remember that  what  is being advanced here is 
no t  a category equivalent t o  the  "myth" o f  the  pe r f ec t  
man, though i t  is t rue  t ha t  what  is remembered w i t h i n  the  
Buddhist  and Chr is t ian  t rad i t ions is technica l ly  the  myth, 
not  the man. The point  here is tha t  the Buddha and Chr is t  
d id  exist; t he  assumption is made tha t  they were per fec t  
men. The impl icat ions o f  the f a c t  o f  the i r  existence, even 
though in  the  d is tant  past and i n  another place, i s  precisely 
what  i t  is impor tant  f o r  the  science o f  re l ig ion t o  take 
account of. 

The p e r f e c t  man then a n d  now. A t  this po i l i t  we must bor- 
r ow  an assumption w i thou t  which none o f  the  human 
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B u d d h i s m  a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  

s c i e n c e s  would  b e  poss ib le  a t  al l-namely t h e  assumpt ion  
t h a t  t h e r e  is  a  uni ty  of  human e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  consc ious-  
n e s s  t h r o u g h  t ime.  This  no t ion  of  a  un i ty  of  human 
e x p e r i e n c e  is a c c e p t a b l e  only  up t o  a poin t ,  b e c a u s e  i t  may  
e n c o u n t e r  t h e o r i e s  of t h e  evo lu t ion  of human consc iousness ,  
bu t  e v e n  then ,  in t h e  c a s e  of  Buddhism a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  
wh ich  a r e  g e n e r a l l y  cons ide red  t o  f a l l  w i th in  t h e  s a m e  
e v o l u t i o n a r y  c a t e g o r y ,  be ing  h i s to r i ca l ly  a n d  c u l t u r a l l y  
p r o x i m a t e  a n d  e v e n  c o n n e c t e d ,  i t  wil l  s t and .  F rom t h e  
a s sumpt ion  of a  n o t i o n a l  uni ty  of human expe r i ence -mean-  
ing t h a t  human be ings  of  t w o  t o  t h r e e  t housand  y e a r s  a g o  
w e r e  n o t  subs t an t i a l l y  d i f f e r e n t  f rom human beings  now- 
w e  c a n  i n f e r  t h a t  bo th  C h r i s t  a n d  t h e  Buddha,  p e r f e c t  men,  
e x i s t e d  in human milieux n o t  r ad i ca l ly  d i f f e r e n t  in t e r m s  of 
mora l  a n d  s p i r i t u a l  e x i s t e n c e  f rom o u r  own. 

F r o m  t h i s  p e r s p e c t i v e  w e  a r e  a b l e  t o  c h a l l e n g e  soc io-  
l og i ca l  a n d  s c i e n t i f i c  r e d u c t i o n i s t  i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s  of  human 
behav iou r  a long  t h e  l i ne s  s u g g e s t e d  a l r e a d y  by C h a r l e s  T a r t  
(1975), on  t h e  g rounds  t h a t  c o n t e m p o r a r y  a s sumpt ions  a b o u t  
human p o t e n t i a l  a n d  mot iva t ion  a r e  d r a w n  f r o m  l imi ted  o r  
i n c o m p l e t e  d a t a ,  o r  i n f e r r e d  on  t h e  bas is  of f a u l t y  reason-  
ing. This,  howeve r ,  is t o  e n t e r  a n o t h e r ,  q u i t e  s e p a r a t e  a r e a  
of inquiry.  
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