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5 Q7

Interview with Stephen Batchelor

Al | AR

Stephen Batchelor is a contemporary Buddhist teacher and writer who
lives in France and conducts meditation retreats and seminars worldwide.
He studied Tibetan Buddhism as a monk in India for seven years, and spent
four years studying under Kusan Sunim in the Munsu—jeon meditation hall
at Songgwang—sa, His recent books include Guide to Bodhisattva s Way of
Life (translation), The Jewel in the Lotus: A Guide to the Buddhist
Traditions of Tibet , and Confessions of a Buddhist Atheist .
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Could you say something about your experience of studying at Songgwang-sa in the 1980’ s?
1980 AcH SZAL0fIM S1A1 ez Eof| chsl Rissl FAPUSLHII?

My years at Songgwang—sa from 1980 to 1984 are one of the most memorable and important
times of my life. I had spent the previous eight years studying Buddhist doctrine and philosophy
with my Tibetan teachers, but found that 1 was not suited to the forms of meditation practice that
they taught. When I heard of the practice of the hwadu, and the way it was taught at Songgwang—
sa, | immediately decided to travel to Korea to enter the sonpang in Munsu—jeon, which, at the
time, was the only place in the country to accept foreigners, Since [ was already ordained as a
bhiksu, 1 did not need 1o first serve as a haengja — nor was it necessary in those days to attend the
kangwon before entering the sonpang. Although the meditation schedule was sometimes very
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demanding, | deeply valued the intense practice of imoko as a means of cultivating great doubt.
Kusan Sunim was a very kind but also very uncompromising teacher., He dismissed all my
complicated philosophical questions, and kept sending me back to the cushion to continue
practicing the hwadu, In the end, 1 came to appreciate the importance of staying with the question
rather than trying to come up with a final answer,
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What aspect of Buddhism, or which teachings, did you and do you still find to be the most
meaningful and appealing? 12| i M =2 o 7[=Zl0| SHiloljA| 7k 2|o|R/cial H2is5iH, of
Eiz{o[2fm =aikua?

In recent years my interest has focused primarily around the earliest record of the Buddha s
teachings as found in the Pali Canon and the Chinese Agamas. | have found it inspiring and
illuminating to gain a clearer sense of the historical figure of Siddhattha Gotama, the world of 5th
century BCE India in which he lived, and the original teachings he gave that distinguished him
from his contemporaries, It strikes me that the core of his Dharma lie lies in four distinctive idea -
conditioned arising, the four noble truths, mindfulness, and self—reliance, If we are to critically
rethink Buddhism from the ground up, as it were, | believe it would be most fruitful to start with
these four key points, while putting to one side the ideas the Buddha shared with the brahmins
and Jains who were his contemporaries, My current work as a writer and teacher is entirely
concerned with trying to rearticulate these ideas into a coherent whole as a means of finding a
Buddhism for our times which is not determined by the worldview of ancient India.
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Having studied and practiced as both a meditation monk and a scholar, what is your
perspective on the meaning, relationship, and balance between these two approaches
(meditative practice and scholarly study) to the Dharma? S2{2ZME 12|11 siXjZME EuE 3
Fain sdshi=l, ol2{8 F 7ix| (B4 nekET)e| 2joje} 2| J2(1 &l chigh Sl
2| dsli= of¥sH?

The study of Buddhist texts and the application of their teachings in one s own life are essential
for a fully rounded practice of the Dharma, I see study and meditation as like two partners in an
ongoing conversation, If one of those partners is missing, one s practice is in danger of becoming
a dull and repetitive monologue. It leads either to one s ideas not being challenged by the
experience of meditation, or one s meditation not being informed and enriched by one s thinking,
One of the great strengths of Korean Buddhism is its emphasis on the union of Son and Kyo, This
is something that is frequently overlooked in the West, where people often have the simplistic and
erroneous view that meditation is what really matters while study is merely an intellectual
distraction that gets in the way of genuine practice.
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How do you see the current stage of Buddhism' s development in the West : what challenges
is it facing? M2 S BIT2] 8 CHAIE o{SEAH| 2&IL? | o HHS0| USLI?

The interest in Buddhism in the West shows no signs at all of slowing down, but it appears to be
diverging into two distinctive movements, On the one hand, we can see Buddhist ideas and
practices being integrated more and more into contemporary life, even among people who would
not consider themselves to be Buddhists, The most obvious example of this would be the
widespread use of mindfulness practices, which are now found in healthcare, education and
business, Mindfulness courses are even being offered to members of the British Houses of
Parliament, On the other hand, there 1s a continuing consolidation and expansion of traditional
Buddhist movements, particularly of the Tibetan lineages, but also of Japanese Zen and Theravada
groups, These organizations tend to be more missionary and conservative in outlook, and tend to
appeal to people who have lost faith in Christianity and are looking for another form or religious
belief and practice.
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These two tendencies face different sets of challenges. The more modernised movements risk
reducing Buddhism to simple meditation methods to enhance people s quality of life, but may lose
sight of the fact that meditation is part of a wider ethical and philosophical approach to human
existence, The more traditional approaches, by contrast, are intent on preserving the forms of
Buddhism as they have been practiced in Asia for centuries, but often fail to address many of the
concerns of people living in today s modern world. Despite their popularity, in the long term they
might become increasingly marginalized unless they can develop philosophies and practices that
make sense to educated, scientifically informed and psychological aware men and women,
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In North America and Europe why does there seem to be less interest in Korean Buddhism, as
compared to other traditions, like Japanese Zen or Tibetan Buddhism? S0[2} RE0jlM 22 M

E1 S2 E[YWED EE CIE 1S S} |wsi0d, 8= Emol| chet 2h0] HE2 0= FARYLIN?

You could say the same about Chinese Buddhism as well : there is arguably even less interest in
the Chinese traditions of the Dharma than the Korean. The reasons for this are complex and, 1
suspect, largely due to historical circumstances, It has nothing at all to do with the relative merits
of the traditions in themselves, Let me give you an example,

o= =aLo| tialjA| = o] o7& 4= Q12 AU, | =2]2] 9|7} QUZ] AT F=Eal Kot 5t
=100]| oigh Pl T Aohar Az, o|d @9 o= FEA0IAINL A7F 53| =2 A= 9
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Japanese Zen had the advantage of being introduced to the United States at a very early date :
1893, at the World Parliament of Religions in Chicago, As a result of this conference, a young
Japanese scholar who had served as a translator was invited to stay in the US, His name was D.T.
Suzuki, who went on to write numerous books, which introduced Zen Buddhism to the West for
the first time — and gave the strong impression that it was essentially Japanese, Suzuki also
presented Zen as something independent of the Buddhist religion, thus making its practice
available to Christians, atheists, humanists and so on, who had no interest in becoming Buddhists,
Suzuki s ideas were embraced enthusiastically by writers, poets, artists, psychologists, and
Christian monks in the 1960 s, thus further reinforcing the idea that Zen was essentially a
Japanese phenomenon — a notion that is still widespread in the West today. And now that this idea
has taken root, it is very difficult to change peoples mind as to what is Zen Buddhism — in spite of
the fact that both Korean Son and Chinese Chan teachers have been active in the West for several
decades.
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The reasons for the popularity of Tibetan Buddhism are, of course, entirely different, — I don t
have the space to go into that here — but it is most unlikely that it would be so widely known and
respected in the West today had the Chinese Communists not forced the Dalai Lama and his
followers into exile in 1959, where they were obliged for reasons of their own survival to promote
their particular form of Buddhism — the only asset they had.
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In both cases, there was no deliberate intention of either Japanese Zen masters or Tibetan lamas
to send missionaries to convert Westerners to Buddhism, Had Suzuki not been invited to Chicago
in 1893 or the Chinese not invaded Tibet, the story of Buddhism in the West might have turned out
very differently.
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By contrast, the best example of a Buddhist movement that has set out to deliberately gather
Western converts is that of the Soka Gakkal, a reformed Japanese sect of the Nichiren schoal,
Over the past decades, this centralised and highly efficient organization has attracted hundreds of
thousands of American and European followers and owns many extensive properties, But it has
succeeded for two main reasons : (1) its members are strongly motivated by the belief that they are
the only genuine form of Buddhism for our time and have a duty to spread their teachings
throughout the world, and (2) they have invested millions of dollars in this effort.
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What do you think the newly emerging “Western Buddhism’ needs to learn from traditional
Asian Buddhism, and vice-versa? What could Korean Buddhists learn from Western
Buddhism? A{=20| SHS0{Z! "M B 7} HEEQ! 0jAl0} ER2RE tligiofgt 20| £oj2tn W2tst
o, OlA O} SVt MY ENEFE Hi0E H2 Foj2ln WZsiiu)? s EX1S0| MY ERNET
B 54 S = Us-?

Despite the current level of interest in Buddhism in the West, I feel 1t 1s premature to speak of an
emerging Western Buddhism.”, One of the important lessons we can learn from the history of
Buddhism in Asia is that it takes time, usually generations, before a new, distinctive and coherent
form of Buddhism begins to emerge, For example, Buddhism first arrived in China in the first
century CE, but it took around five hundred years of interaction with indigenous Chinese culture
and religion before Chan Buddhism, for example, first appeared in the kind of form we know it
today. Greater ease of access to information, the facility of air travel, and the speed with which
translations are done and disseminated might make this process more rapid than in the past, but |
feel that the Dharma is like a living organism that takes time to adapt to new environments, It is
far more than just a collection of ideas and practices that can be written up in books or
disseminated over the internet,
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However, this very way of historical thinking is itself something characteristically Western, and
might play a role in the way in which we understand the evolution of different forms of Buddhism,
It helps us to understand how each school of Buddhism we know today arose out of a specific set
of historical, geographical and cultural circumstances which informed the way it evolved, Thus
Tibetan Buddhism is different from, say, Japanese Buddhism because the circumstances under
which Buddhism developed in Tibet were very different from those under which it developed in
Japan, This, to my mind, provides an excellent illustration of the Buddhist doctrine of “conditioned
arising . It also leads to the unavoidable conclusion that as conditions of society change, Buddhism
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will likewise have to change in order to respond effectively to the needs of people who are
confronting different questions and challenges than those for whom the particular school of
Buddhism initially developed.
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This way of thinking can be very challenging for traditional religions, While sincerely wishing to
preserve a particular tradition, one also has to recognise that it must respond to the needs of the
modern world if it is to remain a living force rather than a relic of the past. But in the very act of
engaging with modernity, the tradition will inevitably begin to change, thereby threatening the very
thing one seeks to preserve, By studying how Buddhism is adapting to new conditions in the West,
Koreans are provided with a living example of how the Dharma is finding its way into non—Buddhist
societies, and can thereby learn something both from the successes and failures of this process.
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What aspect of Buddhism seems to speak most to modern people? What challenges do you
face when interpreting traditional Buddhist texts, written in Pali, Sanskrit, or Chinese
characters, into modern English? 22| 0 0| Sci2ISoiA| 712 ZSU7? Yalo, A2
E0| SZ0{2 A0{Z! MEXQ ENMESS Foi=2 HAEl| 10N S-S FALULP?

The Dharma speaks to our common human condition, As such it is neither Indian, Chinese,
Korean, Tibetan or Western, What strikes me again and agam is how the ancient texts of the
Sutras and the Zen records address with such immediacy and clarity the actual issues of my life
here and now in the 21st century, Nonetheless, it is also puzzling for Western people who are
exploring Buddhism how a passage which appears so fresh and philosophically refined can be
immediately followed by another that talks of devas and hungry ghosts, supernatural powers and
miracles, It is even more confusing to be told by a respected Buddhist teacher that in order to
practice the Dharma one needs to adopt such a view of a world uneritically and in its entirety.,
Thus the teachings of Buddhism that appeal to modern people are those that directly address their
human suffering — the great matter of birth and death — but without contradicting their scientific
and rational understanding of the world.

& QI7be| BEE A ofob|Bch, A AL, F5E B, Byl B2 A70) R opdye) A
o7 ALl FAR O Tk AL aIro] AR ST AojREo] 214170 AR Y= 1 4F0] BA
2ol Ao T WS ekA 2L B 4 ek AU TRelE 2oty Eug g
T3k ARSI Bt o2 AlREeH A4t o] 4l ok, AlE, 713 58 olobsh= HiE
ohof S8k A2 EF A Tyl E44ee 25dEY TS 7Rt ¥E =867 flaiA]
+ L2i3 AjAS vlEgle] &5 olsololRithe 7H23]o] By kAR A gy, |ditlE
ofjA| Exe] iAo g LAR|= 7I2E T152] AlAl gt ZkshE on] o]/4d#Ql ofale]| ofido] G
o] 19| QITFAQ1 alF (ol Fgoleh= & BAhol BHlE 232 Y=L 9= 7=,

The primary challenge in translating classical Buddhist texts into modern English is to find a
language which is clear and idiomatic but also reflects accurately the meaning of the original
terms, This is far from easy, and I suspect that it will take several attempts over many years to
arrive at satisfactory translations,
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Many modern or western Buddhists struggle with certain elements of the Buddhist teachings
/ worldview which are not verifiable in their daily lives, such as notions of reincamation and
transmigration, heaven and hell realms, and the traditional Buddhist cosmology. Some
choose to ignore or reject these teachings, while others seek to re-interpret them. On the
other hand, some Buddhists feel that they should be believed in, as they come directly from
the Sutras. What is your perspective on how modern Buddhists, coming from various
backgrounds, should understand and relate to these aspects of the Buddhist tradition? 7|Z2]
HIZmAISIE Sicie| 52 M2l B2 EXIE2 &} 83|, M4z} x| J2|n MEX Eme| S5
o ZE FUURIM SBE T Bl MMEES 7|1 SRAHASIT ASHCE o ARES 0f2{et 7}
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0[2{gt MS o{EH| ojsiisi H2aloksiclm BEILIE?

Personally, I believe that for Buddhism to engage effectively with the modern world, it needs to
reconsider many of its traditional teachings and be prepared either to discard them or interpret
them symbolically if they are found to be incompatible with scientific understandings of the
natural world, This process begins by learning to differentiate clearly between those teachings that
address the universal human condition and those that reflect the world—views of ancient India and
China, In some cases, this is relatively easy © [ doubt that many Buddhists today believe that the
Earth is flat and the sun circles around Mt. Sumeru at its centre, even though this view is found in
the Sutras. But it is far more difficult when we come to doctrines such as the law of rebirth, non-
human realms of existence and so forth. Since these views are central elements of traditional
Dharma teaching, many Buddhists feel that to question or reject them would risk undermining
their commitment to ethics and awakening,
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I believe that Buddhism has a great deal to offer people living in today s world, It provides
meditative practices, ethical values, philosophical and psychological insights that can be applied just
as effectively now as in the past. Of all the world s religions, I feel that Buddhism is the most
compatible with modern thought. Yet if the Dharma is to realize its full potential in addressing the
concerns of modernity, Buddhists need to find the courage to question some of their time—honoured
beliefs as well as the creativity to develop a fresh and rigorous way of thinking about the Dharma,
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If you had to recommend one Sutra or Buddhist text to a beginning practitioner, what would
it be? 82| ZXjoliH| ZH0|L} S MHE FHBICHH 0t 0] UMSHII?

In line with what I have said above, 1 would suggest a careful and repeated reading of the
Buddha s very first discourse : The Turning of the Wheel of Dharma(@##&74). In terms of Son
Buddhism, I would likewise suggest that one start at the source and read slowly and thoughtfully :
The Record of Linchi($1#|5),
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Could you please offer some advice that might be helpful to novice monks beginning to
practice and study? T3z} Z28 AlESl= SRIAEHSH =30| & st oS FE T sU?

As one begins one s formal study of and training in Buddhism, it is important to gain a firm
and thorough foundation in the teachings and practices of one particular tradition, Without such a
foundation one will lack a solid ground on which to develop a more mature understanding of the
Dharma, In my own case, [ am very grateful to my Tibetan and Korean teachers, who provided me

54 Pelh A2z



with such a foundation in the basics of Buddhist thought and practice, Although my interests have
moved away from the traditions in which I trained as a monk, my practice has nonetheless remain
constantly grounded in the Madhyamaka philosophy of emptiness taught to me by Ven, Geshe
Rabten and the hwadu meditation I learned from Pangjang Kusan Sunim, both of which provide
the perspective from which I now approach the teachings of the Pali Canon,
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[ have also found it helpful to distinguish between what it means to be stuck in a tradition as
opposed to being rooted In a tradition, To be stuck means that one becomes attached to certain
doctrinal views as a means of reinforcing one s sense of the inherent superiority of one s school of
Buddhism, thereby cutting oneself off from an appreciation of the richness and depth of other
schools, To be rooted in a tradition, by contrast, means that one becomes like a tree : the more
deeply its roots are embedded in the earth, the more strong, healthy and independent it can
become in the world. Especially in our changing and uncertain times today, we need the kind of
strength that is rooted in tradition in order to be able to respond creatively and generously to the
challenges that modern life presents us.
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