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As I jot down these first random thoughts  on my experience here in Bangkok, echoing over the
canal and rice  paddies outside my window, the Muslim call to prayer is sounding: Allah, 
hu-akbar!  I haven’t suffered from much jet lag, but just the same,  hearing that call I have to
take hold of myself and ask, “Where am I?”   Suddenly I’m back in Jerusalem…where I was just
a few weeks ago.  But  no, this is Thailand and I’m at a conference on the relation between 
Buddhism and Christianity!

      

Buddhism!  I read a book on Zen Buddhism once when I was in college, and back then
everyone was reading Hermann Hesse’s Siddhartha,  but I never took much of an interest and
as I grew older and began to  consider Christianity’s relation to Judaism, Buddhism became
only more  distant to me.  For the life of me I can’t figure out why I was sent  here to Thailand. 
I’m the wrong guy!

  

So for instance, the leaders of the  conference have been insisting on an “openness to the
other” and on the  the need to discover that “Christ is already here,” already here in  Buddhism. 
I’m sure that in some sense that’s true…
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For certain, there is much that looks to  me like excellent human qualities and accomplishments
here as a result  of Buddhism.  The respect people seem to show each others, the carefully 
observed signs of politeness, a willingness to subordinate oneself to  another, the desire, even
the need to serve others…these things  stand in marked contrast to the evident corresponding
vices among people  who are more like, say, myself!  We Westerners have let go of many a 
human virtue in our pursuit of “Progress,” or however you call it…

  

And beauty!  What a sense of beauty there  is in Buddhism, at least as it’s expressed in the
temples, palaces and  throne rooms we’ve seen at the royal compound: dazzling, almost too
much  to look at.  Gold everywhere, everything set with colored stones and  bits of glass in
impossible profusion and wild complexity.  And all of  it clean, perfectly maintained and
reverently guarded.   And all of it  suggesting, or rather, relentlessly proclaiming, the importance
of  authority, hierarchy, difference in rank among the beings from the  lowest to the highest.  In
the throne-room, for example, high at the top  of many layers of ascending golden steps sits the
Emerald Buddha.   Before that structure, and a little lower down, is the layered and  gilded
platform leading up to the throne of the king.  For the persons  of lower rank–which is to say,
everybody else–if you raise your  worshipful eyes toward the Buddha, you see the throne of the
king, or  maybe the king himself!  The hierarchy of beings establishes the place  of the king and
all the other lower rankings of authority, right down to  the most abject slave!  We learned in a
talk given today that slavery  had been officially abolished just a few years after our own 
Emancipation Proclamation, but Thailand’s slavery was an institution  permeating the entire
society from its earliest beginnings.   Its  cultural effects endure.
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Pictures of the current king (who has  been reigning for 66 years now) are all over the city.  Wewent to a  really spectacular theater production last night, astounding magical  illusions, oneafter the surprising other, performed on the world’s  largest stage (certified by the GuinnessBook of Records), presenting in  imagined form the history of Thailand; the program began withthe  audience standing for the playing of the Royal Anthem.  The king was taken by the tradition as  “the Lord of Life” in whom has been invested the“supreme power to  preserve or destroy.”  In some of the pictures he’s vested like a pope,  hishand raised in benediction.  Our guide insisted that Buddhism ranks  higher than the throne, butit’s at least a good likelihood that the  kings, and those who exercise political, military andeconomic clout–and  for whom loyalty to the monarchy is useful–are inclined indeed to make use of it. They have an interest in defending, promulgating and  beautifying their Buddhism. Itstruck me as a highly refined, decorous  and rather gentle version of the sort of cult ofpersonality typical of  modern totalitarian regimes, and a much more civilized version of the commercial propaganda to which we have become accustomed and subjugated  in thecontemporary West.  

Which is not to say that Bangkok is  lacking in commercialism.  Whole skyscrapers have beenturned into  billboards.  It’s everywhere.  The fact is that, whatever efforts might  be made toplay on the reverence due to the authority of the monarchs  and the traditions of old Siam, thereis another power, vast and  faceless, that imposes itself with as much force, energy andrelentless  weight as it does on the rest of us in the modern world.  Technological commercialism rules.  It doesn’t require a sense of rank and dignity to  do its work; it stealsaway our desires and drives them downward.  A  prominent Buddhist monk hereabouts has saidthat one common work  Christians and Buddhists might do together is to confront the tyranny of materialism in the modern world.  That makes sense to me.  Christianity as pure openness to other  religions, or as merely one religion among all the othersamong whom we  are all to live in some beautiful harmony–Christianity as a sort of Zen “emptiness”…this, by contrast, does not make sense to me.  I’ll try to say more about this next time.  Fr. Barry Bercier
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