REFLECTIONS

Showing Compassion for Those

Who Suffer

by Nichiko Niwano

Many bodhisattvas appear in the Lotus
Sutra. Among them, one of the best
known is the Bodhisattva Kannon
(Guanyin, Regarder of the Cries of the
World) who hears the voices of those
suffering in the real world and trans-
forms herself into many different forms
and shapes in order to liberate them. The
phrase “And beholds living beings with
compassionate eyes” is found in chap-
ter 25, “The Universal Gateway of the
Bodhisattva Kannon.” The Kannon who
looks upon people with compassion-
ate eyes is one ideal image of human-
ity, which put into our everyday terms
could be expressed as true friendship,
sympathy, and empathy.

However, when we face a disaster
such as the massive earthquake and
tsunami that struck northeastern Japan
on March 11, 2011, we may have no clue
about what we should do and remain
frozen in place. What actually happened
made us reconsider how we come to
terms with a difficulty that we have not
experienced first-hand, and how we can
get close to the feelings of suffering peo-
ple and stand by them as a companion
as they move forward.

As is often said, the opposite of love
is not hate, but indifference. Being cut
off from connections to other people,
being alone and feeling abandoned—
that is a condition lacking love or com-
passion. Thus we could say that being
considerate of people who are suffer-
ing, never forgetting them, and pray-
ing from the heart that their suffering
will ease even a little is getting closer
to them and putting compassion into
practice.
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If we can provide assistance in a con-
crete form, then it is important that we
continue to do so. However, even though
we may not be able to participate in vol-
unteer activities or offer as much financial
assistance as we would like, all of us can
at least continue our practice of compas-
sion by hoping and praying for the hap-
piness of those people who are suffering.

Widening the Circle
of Warmth

When people are experiencing some
difficulty, we think about what we can
do to help them and, within the realm
of the possible, we want to lend them
a hand. This arises from the spirit of
consideration for others that everyone
possesses, or the spirit of donation and
benefiting others.

This world is a realm of gratitude for
all things supporting us, where numerous
encounters form a network of relation-
ships linked together. All living beings
are equally caused to live by the blessings
they receive from all others. When we
think about things in this way, we come
to see that acting with consideration for
others and sharing with them whatever
we have is the least we can do to repay
our enormous debt of gratitude for the
multitude of blessings we are receiving.

When we think about doing some-
thing for other people, we may end up
being overanxious concerning it. In that
case, we may feel discouraged because
our efforts seem inadequate, but if we
are to repay our debt of gratitude, then
without feeling discouraged we can sim-
ply go about doing whatever small things
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come naturally. In reality, the assistance
that each of us can offer may be rather
minor. However, when we look at things
with an eye toward the source of all life,
then even though what we can offer may
seem negligible, our hearts and minds
that pray and hope for the sake of the
world and of humanity are thereby con-
nected to a great system of support. Being
considerate toward our own families
leads to warming the hearts of many
people, the emotion passing from one
person to another. As can be seen in the
ideal of “liberating people and improv-
ing society, the spirit in which Rissho
Kosei-kai was founded, and just as in
the phrase “our families, our commu-
nities, and the world” in the Members’
Vow, the consideration we show others
in our daily lives becomes the starting
point for widening the circle of warmth
in society.

Such hearts and minds are function-
ing in this way because of the presence
of Kannon, who awakens in us the heart
and mind of compassion. Kannon may
be a family member or a friend, or per-
haps even someone seen on television.
Kannon shows herself to us in many
shapes and forms in order to teach us
important things. I think that learning
compassion and wisdom from what
Kannon teaches us is, indeed, walking
the Way together. a
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Listening to

the Thin Voice of Silence

by Hans Ucko

Deep listening to the other doesn’t just provide space for the
other to be who he or she really is. Listening to the other also
provides space for the listener’s own religious wanderings

and pilgrimage.

The duo Simon and Garfunkel is famous
for many songs. One of them is entitled
“The Sound of Silence.”

And in the naked light I saw

Ten thousand people, maybe more.
People talking without speaking,
People hearing without listening.

Most of us have noted the same. People
talk but don’t communicate. People hear
but are not listening. It's not unusual, and
we come across it, even in that which
we refer to as dialogue. The realm of
dialogue, where two or more people
exchange ideas or opinions on a par-
ticular issue, is not always true to the
inner meaning of the word. The word
dialogue itself is maybe to blame. The
word is derived from the Greek words
Oua (did), meaning “through,” and Adyog
(logos), meaning “speech” or “discourse.”
Dialogue thus means “through speech.”
The word dialogue itself, from which
of course the very concept of dialogue
arises, may actually make us believe that
listening is somehow subordinated to
talking. It does not seem to offer space
for listening, as if through speech alone
we could dialogue.

Although there may be two or more
in a room and one would imagine that
dialogue would be the modus operandj,
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dialogue easily turns into monologue.
The French call such exchanges “un dia-
logue des sourds,” a dialogue of the deaf.
One doesn’t understand the other, and
yet they both think they are on the same
issue or topic. One knows what to say
even before seeing or listening to the
other. There is more talking than lis-
tening. We don’t pay much attention to
the implications of the saying that God
created us with two ears but only one
mouth. The mouth dominates and the
ears shut themselves off as if they were
not needed to understand the other, as if
one already knew who the other is and
what the other has to say. When hearing
does not mean listening, perspectives
become skewed. What you say matters
less; it is how I can capitalize on it that
matters. I hear what you say but only
because I want to know when to jump
in to say what I wanted to say already
irrespective of what you would like to
say. I want to project my own opinions.
I wait for what I think is my cue line,
the moment when I will mount and ride
my hobbyhorse around the scene to
present my case or arguments. In such
conversations or dialogues, whether a
dialogue among the highest religious
leaders or ordinary people in everyday
exchanges, the focus is locked on to the
telling of my story, what I think, how
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I feel, how it should’ve been, how it’s
always been. The other is instrumental-
ized, that is, turned into an instrument
in order that my own goals are attained.
One attends only to the surface of the
words rather than listening to how they
echo or how each word reflects. And
people talk at each other but not with
each other. Listening is absent. And one
has forgotten “that every story needs a
listener;” a key sentence in the work of
the South African Institute for Healing
of Memories.

Sometimes dialogue looks like dia-
logue but is not. It is, rather, a duet.
There’s a difference between dialogue
and duet. The end result of a duet is
known before it has even begun. It
has been composed. The beginning,
the flow, and the end—they have all
been put on a sheet of music. There are
two voices, and the singers each have
their part to sing. Sometimes they sing
together. During the song they may part



company, but at the end they join each
other again. Two voices are heard in a
way that reveals above all the inspira-
tion, intention, and inventiveness of
the composer. A dialogue is different.
If it is a genuine encounter, it cannot
be programmed, and there is always
room for that which has not been said
before. What is said is maybe not all
that is said. If you listen carefully to
the other, you will maybe hear more
than what is said. Dialogue is not like
a duet. There is something unpredict-
able about an encounter steeped in an
attitude of dialogue.

To listen in dialogue is to admit the
other and the universe of the other. You
are willing to enter the world of the
other, suspend judgment, and listen
as you go along into that world. To lis-
ten means that you allow yourself to
question your own presuppositions and
assumptions. You may have to sacrifice
assumptions. Are they biases and preju-
dices that you have just taken over with-
out much reflection? How many calling
for dialogue are not limiting themselves
by their expectations of seeing the other
accept their point of view? Dialogue
is to open oneself up to walking next
to the other in accompaniment. There
is, therefore, something of a potential
sacrifice involved in dialogue, a pre-
paredness to be quiet and listen and to
allow the other time and space, reading
between the lines. Words are being said
and declarations are being made, and
through deep listening you may real-
ize that this is not all that is being said.

Listening is not a passive or static
activity but a way of being present with-
out judgment. We let go of our inner
clamoring and our usual assumptions
and listen with respect for precisely what
is being said. It is through listening that
we will learn who the other is and, even
more, who we are ourselves.

A teacher told a student from Paris
who was about to leave for London for
some time, “Living in London for one
year does not automatically imply that

you will know all of London. But there
will be parts of London that you had not
seen before that will now add to your
knowledge. In the light of the many
surprises that you will have while dis-
covering London, you will suddenly
understand some of the deepest and
most original features of Paris, those
you did not know before and could not
learn in any other way.” You had to go
to London to discover Paris in depth.

Deep listening to the other may
cause you to discover some of your
own inner understandings, those you
may not even have articulated to your-
self. Such moments are sacred. There
is something sacred in listening. You
don’t see what it is, you have no idea
beforehand; doors are opening to that
which is beyond both you and the other.
Listening may open doors into the
sacredness of your own being, and you
may suddenly sense something that is
difficult to describe or define. Thoughts
and perspectives overwhelm you, and
you can’t find words to describe your
feelings: is it an awareness of something
that is holy or sacred? There is a feel-
ing of humility, gratitude, and thanks-
giving; a sense of something ineffable,
and you don’t have any other word for
it but calling it divine; there is a sense
and awareness of limits and even pow-
erlessness; there is a sense of the eter-
nal and of fusion with the whole of
the universe. Awe overwhelms you,
this sentiment or feeling of reverence,
wonder, and interconnectedness. It is
this realization of the unfathomable,
always beyond and yet inexplicably
moving and overwhelmingly present.
Words cannot express that which lis-
tening uncovers. We can only hint at
what we think we fathom.

The words of Rumi, the thirteenth-
century Persian poet, scholar, and theo-
logian, leave us with reverberations of
what silence brings: “A deep silence
revives the listening and the speaking
of those two who meet on the river-
bank. Like the ground turning green

in a spring wind. Like birdsong begin-
ning inside the egg. Like this universe
coming into existence, the lover wakes
and whirls in a dancing joy, then kneels
down in praise”

And yet awe is not necessarily con-
nected to faith or religion. It may precede
faith or be the root of faith. The sense
of awe leaves me in bewilderment and
confusion, and there is a question in the
depth of me: “What is required of me?
Something is asked of me. What am I
to do with this feeling and sense of the
mystery of living, what to do with the
awe, wonder, or fear?” There is a sense
of transcendent waiting, which is not
immediately or even ever answered or
given an interpretation. There is silence,
and in this silence there is a presence,
and this presence is not announced or
preached or revealed or demonstrated
in ostensible ways, colors, and sounds.

Elijah was a prophet in the north-
ern kingdom of Israel, seeking God at
Mount Horeb, another name for Mount
Sinai, where the Ten Commandments
had once been handed down to the peo-
ple and the mountain was wrapped in
smoke and shook violently. The Ten
Commandments came with thunder and
blasts of trumpets. Now it was Elijah who
was at the same mountain, and he was
told to go outside the cave and
on the mountain before the Lord, for the
Lord is about to pass by’ . . . There was
a great wind, so strong that it was split-
ting mountains and breaking rocks, . . .
but the Lord was not in the wind; and
after the wind an earthquake, but the
Lord was not in the earthquake; and
after the earthquake a fire, but the Lord
was not in the fire; and after the fire a
sound of sheer silence” (1 Kings 19:11-
12). And at the sound of sheer silence,
Elijah wrapped his face in his mantle.
The human quest for the divine or the
numinous is sounding in this thin voice
of silence. The trumpets and the fire and
the smoke were visible and audible for
everyone, even for those gathering a long
distance away, but they didn’t count for

stand
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Elijah. Everyone saw the fire and felt the
ground shaking or smelled the smoke,
but Elijah still waited. In the thin voice
of silence, in this absolute stillness, there
was the divine presence, there was the
numinous, and it was perceptible only
to the one who was silent and listened.

Deep listening to the other doesn’t
just provide space for the other to be
who he or she really is. Listening to the
other also provides space for the lis-
tener’s own religious wanderings and
pilgrimage. One is made aware of dimen-
sions of one’s own faith seldom or never
before visited. Through his or her reli-
gious tradition the other contributes to
shedding light on dimensions in one’s
faith that could become visible only
through listening. We need the other
for the sake of our own faith—some-
one who through her or his otherness
will tell me over and over again: You
are not arrived. There is more. There
is still more. You cannot exhaust the
divine or the absolute.

There is a risk when never being
exposed to the other in his or her oth-
erness. While it is a good thing to be
strongly grounded and deeply rooted in
your religious tradition or faith, there is
arisk in thinking you can be self-sufhi-
cient in religion. While it may be a good
thing to be unmovable and unshakable
in your faith, you are at risk if it means
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becoming smug and conceited in your
religion. You have it all. You know it all.
You don’t need anyone. You can declare
the truth, the true way, the only way.
You can pontificate. It is a good thing
when your faith enables you to stand
up in confidence and hope, but there
is a risk when it makes you insensitive
to the presence of the other in his or
her otherness, reducing the other to
being only a recipient of what you con-
fess or declare.

The Christian creed sounds magnif-
icent and can be accompanied by beau-
tifully sounding trumpets, horns, and
kettledrums. It reflects conviction and
commitment. Christians can stand up
and solemnly declare the creed in uni-
son: “Credo in unum Deum” (I believe
in one God), but there is a risk of being
heard only as a noisy gong or a clang-
ing cymbal. Leaving space and waiting
for the sound of silence in your creed,
making your creed also a moment of
listening, may be more beneficial to the
world of many voices and songs and
hopes and dreams. Maybe there is wis-
dom in the Jewish prayer Sh'ma Yisrael,
which functions as the equivalent to the
Christian creed: “Hear, Israel, the Lord
is our God, the Lord alone” There is in
this prayer or creed an invitation to lis-
ten while confessing, to leave a space
for silence, for listening into the silence
while praising God, which may make
you more sensitive to the presence of
the other in his or her otherness, who
is walking with you along many of the
roads youre walking.

We all come from somewhere and
have attachments that can close us off
to what is transpiring in the moment of
here and now. Listening is conditioned
by attachments. In listening we need
to be able to hear afresh, even if we've
heard it before. That which we've heard
before easily fuses into that stream of ear-
lier learning and prior experiences and
easily disappears exactly because we've
heard it before and we are convinced
that we know all of its ins and outs. And

then, on the other hand, that which we
haven’t heard before may often appear
so strange that we feel we don’t have a
place for it. We have no receptors to
receive what we've heard.

The Buddhist tradition is rich in edu-
cation about the importance of listen-
ing. It’s not for nothing that the Buddha’s
first disciples were called $ravakas, or
“hearers,” those who actually heard the
Buddha speak. The Buddha knew that
listening is an essential factor in educa-
tion. He said: “There are five advantages
of listening to the Dhamma. What five?
One hears things not heard before, clar-
ifies things heard before, dispels doubts,
straightens one’s ideas, and one’s mind
is delighted.”

The Buddhist tradition is for me a
catalyst in interfaith listening, and it is in
its relations with other religions a genu-
ine challenge to the Western Hemisphere,
the Judeo-Christian traditions, and the
heritage of the Abrahamic religions. As
long as I find myself in the context of
Judaism, Christianity, and Islam, I know
where to go and I know what to hear,
and I may not hear what I hear. There
is something of conditioned responses,
which at times may be to the detriment
of my listening. When I take for granted
Abrahamic monotheism as the overall
given and accepted perspective or world-
view, the Buddhist nontheistic tradition
takes me with great carefulness out of
my theological comfort zone into the
open field of amazement, obliging me
to put aside for a moment my condi-
tioned responses to listen afresh, asking
myself if there’s anything like uncondi-
tioned responses, and if so, where they
would take me. We need, as religious
people—and this is what interfaith dia-
logue and interfaith listening are really
all about—the overwhelming surprise
of awe and wonder when hearing things
not heard before, enabling us to revisit
and rediscover things heard before and
be for a moment stunned and ultimately
able to reconsider and to straighten the
way ahead. a
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Deep Interreligious Listening
in Buddhist-Christian Dialogue

by Elizabeth J. Harris

Deep interreligious listening invites us to develop a frame
of mind that is open and vulnerable. Such a frame of mind
goes beyond dialogue into a zone where deep interreligious

learning is possible.

The Importance of
Listening in Buddhism
and Christianity

Listening and hearing are centrally
important in both Buddhism and
Christianity. Every sutta in the Pali
Canon of Theravada Buddhism begins,
“Thus have I heard” After the Buddha
died, according to tradition, his teachings
were recited by Ananda, the Buddha’s
closest disciple, to a gathering of five
hundred monks. “Thus have I heard,”
therefore, refers to Ananda’s faithful lis-
tening. Theravada Buddhists believe his
recall was perfect and that it fulfilled the
Buddha’s wish that the Dharma be the
teacher after his death. The teachings
were then transmitted orally for three
to four hundred years before they were
further systemized and written down.
None of this could have happened with-
out rigorous listening and remembering.

As for Christianity, words denoting
listening or hearing appear numerous
times in the Bible. Jesus, for instance,
is recorded as saying, “Let anyone with
ears listen” or “Listen and understand,”
after giving a teaching (e.g., Matt. 13:9,
13:43, 15:10).

Both traditions also warn against
the consequences of not listening or,
more exactly, of not understanding and

acting after listening. In the Cakkavatti
Sthandada Sutta, a discourse in the Digha
Nikaya of the Pali Canon, the Buddha
tells the story of a kingdom in which a
line of righteous monarchs are advised
by holy sages about their duties. One
monarch, however, puts power first and
does not consult his spiritual advisors.
When things go wrong in the kingdom,
he belatedly consults them but fails to act
in one important area, “he did not give
property to the needy” (Digha Nikaya iii,
65, trans. Maurice Walsh). Consequently,
the people of his land gradually slip into
poverty, crime, anarchy, and violence,
until there is a “sword interval,” where
people see each other as wild beasts
and are sucked into an orgy of slaugh-
ter. The beginning of this horrific nar-
rative of societal collapse was the failure
of an individual ruler to listen, under-
stand, and act.

Similarly, Jesus is recorded as illus-
trating the importance of listening and
acting through the simile of a person
who builds his house on rock rather
than sand:

Everyone then who hears these words
of mine and acts on them will be like
a wise man who built his house on
rock. The rain fell, the floods came,
and the winds blew and beat upon

that house, but it did not fall, because
it was founded on rock. And every-
one who hears these words of mine
and does not act on them will be like
a foolish man who built his house
on sand. The rain fell, and the floods
came, and the winds blew and beat
against that house, and it fell—and
great was its fall (Matt. 7:24-28).

Listening to and acting on the
teaching of a buddha or, in the case of
Christianity, of Jesus is linked in both
religions to what happens after death.
One story told by Jesus concerned a rich
man and a poor man named Lazarus.
The rich man, after death, finds him-
self in the fires of hell with an ability to
see that Lazarus, whom he had ignored
during his life, even though that man
had lived at his gate, was in heaven next
to Abraham, one of the most impor-
tant patriarchs in the Jewish tradition.
The rich man appeals to Abraham to
send someone to earth to warn his rich
brothers of the consequences of their
lack of compassion, namely torment in
hell. Abraham replies that they already
have the teachings of the prophets, all of
whom taught people to give to the needy.
The rich man continues to plead, say-
ing that they would repent if someone
were sent from the dead. Abraham then
replies, “If they do not listen to Moses
and the prophets, neither will they be
convinced even if someone rises from
the dead” (Luke 16:31).

Similarly, in Buddhism, the conse-
quences of not acting after listening to
the Buddha’s teaching are graphically
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described in the Devadiita Sutta of the
Majjhima Nikaya, which outlines the
punishments in hell that will be suffered
by those who do not see and, by impli-
cation, listen to messengers from the
gods, who teach them the importance
of right view and wholesome moral liv-
ing (Majjhima Nikaya iii, 178-87). Hell
is described as a fire-filled place, filled
with excruciating tortures such as hav-
ing a red-hot iron stake driven through
each hand and each foot, and through
the middle of one’s breast (Digha Nikaya
iii, 183).

The two religious traditions, there-
fore, seem remarkably close to each other
when it comes to the importance of lis-
tening to religious teaching and acting
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on it. How effective have they been,
however, in listening to each other and
learning from each other? “Interreligious
learning” is a most important concept
that became popular in the late twenti-
eth century. For interreligious learning
to happen, deep interreligious listening
is essential. In addition, this listening
must be accompanied by the conviction,
or at least the hope, that the other can
offer something that will both enrich
and challenge the self. The German
scholar Michael von Briick said some-
thing at a conference of the European
Network of Buddhist-Christian Studies
that I have never forgotten: “Dialogical
communion with the other is possi-
ble only when I recognize the partner
as a possible source for my truth and
salvation, or at least my understand-
ing of my truth and salvation” (“What
Do I Expect Buddhists to Discover in
Jesus?” in Buddhist Perceptions of Jesus,
ed. Perry Schmidt-Leukel [EOS Verlag,
2001], 160). I would suggest that this
is the kind of ethic that should inform
deep interreligious listening. With one
possible exception from China, only in
the twentieth and twenty-first centuries
has this kind of interreligious listening
entered Buddhist-Christian relations.

Buddhist-Christian
Encounter: A Historical
Perspective

The encounter between Buddhism
and Christianity goes back centuries.
There could have been Buddhists in
the Christianized countries of North

Africa in the early centuries CE, since
Clement of Alexandria (ca. 150-ca. 214
CE) mentioned Buddhists in his writ-
ings. That he had not listened deeply to
Buddbhists is apparent in his assump-
tion that the Buddha was a god, wor-
shipped for his holiness. The Church
of the East, a form of Christianity that
took root in what is now Syria and Iran,
sent missionaries toward China after the
rise of Islam, in the sixth century CE.
They listened more closely to Chinese
religion, which included Buddhism.
According to Martin Palmer, in his
book The Jesus Sutras: Rediscovering
the Lost Religion of Taoist Christianity,
they adopted a nonaggressive stance
to what they heard and sought to com-
municate Christian thought through
Chinese categories. According to man-
uscripts found at Dunhuang, they cre-
ated a synthesis of Dao, Christ, and the
Buddha (Piatkus, 2001).

Later Christian missionary initia-
tives were not so accommodating. Both
China and Japan experienced the Jesuits,
a Roman Catholic missionary order.
In 1549, Francis Xavier (1506-1552)
arrived in Japan with some coworkers,
and in 1582, Matteo Ricci (1552-1610)
reached China. At first both groups of
missionaries dressed as the Japanese
and Chinese did and sought to com-
municate Christianity through what
they knew of Buddhist terminology. In
both countries, however, the mission
went wrong, at least from the mission-
ary perspective. Risking simplification,
the Japanese and the Chinese started
to see Christianity as something they



could combine with Buddhism, a posi-
tion the Jesuits could not endorse. The
Jesuits, therefore, changed strategy and
started to stress the differences between
Christianity and Buddhism. The result
was that Christianity was proscribed
in Japan at the beginning of the seven-
teenth century and did not reenter the
country until the nineteenth century;,
when the American Christian pres-
ence in the country increased. In China,
Christian missionaries were ejected
from some provinces (Liam Matthew
Brockey, Journey to the East: The Jesuit
Mission to China 1578-1724 [Harvard
University Press, 2007]).

For the Jesuits, reciprocity and
coexistence between Buddhism and
Christianity was not possible. They orig-
inally listened to Buddhist terminol-
ogy and attempted to understand it.
Their motive, however, was to estab-
lish a Christian church at the expense
of Buddhism.

The nineteenth-century encoun-
ter between Buddhism and evangeli-
cal Protestant Christian missionaries
in the context of European imperial-
ism was even less accommodating. I
will use Sri Lanka as my example. The
British gained control over the mari-
time areas of Sri Lanka in 1796 and over
the whole island in 1815. The British
administrators were more concerned
about consolidating power than learn-
ing about Buddhism, although there

were some creditable exceptions. Not
so the evangelical Christian missionar-
ies, who arrived from 1805 onward. At
first they listened to Buddhist monks
in an attempt to understand Buddhism.
The Methodist missionaries Benjamin
Clough and William Harvard reported,
two years after their arrival in 1814,
that they had spent much time “con-
versing in a quiet way, with the most
learned priests we could meet” (Elizabeth
Harris, Theravada Buddhism and the
British Encounter: Religious, Missionary,
and Colonial Experience in Nineteenth-
Century Sri Lanka [Routledge, 2006],
21). And Buddhist monks, at this point
in the century, were willing to talk. They
also offered the missionaries hospitality
and gave them precious manuscripts.
The aim of the missionaries, however,
was not simply to learn. They sought con-
versions to Christianity, as the Jesuits
had done in Japan and China. To cut
a long story short, the Buddhists who
had offered hospitality to missionaries
such as Clough and Harvard gradually
realized that their hospitality had been
betrayed. The missionaries had only lis-
tened to them in order to find arguments
that might help them draw people away
from Buddhism. Not unsurprisingly,
some Buddhists, in defense, rejected

their former code of conduct and moved
toward confrontation and competition.
This process eventually led to mutual
demonization. The missionaries accused
Buddhism of being irrational, atheis-
tic, nihilistic, morally impotent, and
in league with devil worship. Buddhist
revivalists, in turn, accused Christianity
of being irrational and nihilistic, and
Christians of worshipping a demon-
like God (Ibid., 191-204).

Not all the British in Sri Lanka, how-
ever, shared the missionary worldview.
Some, for example George Turnour
(1799-1843), a colonial administrator
and a historian, and Robert Childers
(1838-76), an Orientalist scholar and
compiler of the first Pali-English dictio-
nary, listened to Buddhists in order to
understand, without the wish to convert
them. People such as these paved the way
for the more mutual Buddhist-Christian
listening that happened in the twentieth
century. I would like to mention briefly
three twentieth-century Christian pio-
neers: Thomas Merton (1915-1968),
Hugo Enomiya-Lassalle (1898-1990),
and Aloysius Pieris (b. 1934).

Thomas Merton was an American
Trappist monk who called for a dia-
logue of spirituality between Christian
and Asian monastics. His diary of a
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visit to Asia, which ended tragically in
his death at an interreligious meeting
in Bangkok, shows that he had what
Christians might call an epiphany, a sud-
den realization of truth, in Sri Lanka, at
the Gal Vihara (the Rock Monastery)
in Polonnaruwa, where three massive
images are carved into rock, two of the
Buddha and probably one of Ananda.
He described it in this way: “The rock,
all matter, all life, is charged with dhar-
makaya. . . . Everything is emptiness
and everything is compassion” (The
Asian Journal of Thomas Merton [New
Directions, 1973], 234). That he could
write this showed how deeply he had
listened and learned from Buddhist cat-
egories. His vision for a dialogue of spir-
ituality inspired what has now become
intermonastic dialogue.

Closer to home for many readers
of Dharma World was Hugo Enomiya-
Lassalle. He was also a Jesuit, this time
from Germany, who was injured in
Hiroshima at the time of the atomic
bombing in 1945. He entered into deep
dialogue with Zen Buddhism, practicing
under a Zen master. Eventually he was
recognized as a Zen master himself. He
became utterly convinced that a person
could remain a Christian and practice
Zen and wrote widely on this theme. In
1968, Zen: A Way to Enlightenment was
published (Taplinger Publications), fol-
lowed by Zen Meditation for Christians
in 1974 (Open Court Publishing). His
example and teaching inspired a stream
of other Christians to listen to Buddhism
and practice Zen meditation. In effect,
his life opened the door to Buddhist-
Christian dual belonging.

Aloysius Pieris was born in Sri Lanka
and entered the Jesuit order at quite a
young age. He specialized in the study of
Pali and Sanskrit and was the first Roman
Catholic priest to receive a doctorate in
Buddhist studies from a Sri Lankan uni-
versity. He eventually founded Tulana,
a center for research and interreligious
encounter near Colombo. His life and
writings have been characterized by a
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willingness to listen, learn, and act in
his encounter with Buddhists. One of
his most innovative acts of listening has
been to encourage Buddhists to inter-
pret Christianity through art for the
benefit of Christians. The conviction
behind this was that Buddhists who
were involved in action for social justice
in Sri Lanka alongside Christians could
help Christians better understand how
their faith could be expressed in an Asian
context (Fire and Water: Basic Issues in
Asian Buddhism and Christianity [Orbis,
1996], 127-37).

Deep Interreligious
Listening Now

In the twentieth century, the founda-
tion was laid for interreligious listen-
ing between Buddhists and Christians
that was reciprocal and positive. This is
continuing in the twenty-first century.
Deep interreligious listening invites us
to develop a frame of mind that is open
and vulnerable. Such a frame of mind
goes beyond dialogue into a zone where
deep interreligious learning is possible.

Developing the openness of mind
that is needed for interreligious listening
is not easy, for either groups or individ-
uals. In Theravada Buddhism, one of the
obstacles to reaching enlightenment is
clinging to views, difthupadana in Pali.
One such view is the belief that one’s
own group is right and all other groups
are wrong. Such clinging, the texts say,
is rooted in craving, not enlightenment.

Theravada Buddhism also speaks about
papaiica, a word that can be translated
as “proliferation” when it refers to the
tendency of thoughts to grow and to
proliferate in the mind under the influ-
ence of greed, hatred, and delusion. One
key text, the Madhupindika Sutta in
the Majjhima Nikaya, implies that this
proliferation can make the thinker the
victim (Bhikkhu Nanananda, Concept
and Reality in Early Buddhist Thought
[Buddhist Publication Society, 1971]).
In other words, there can come a point
in our thought processes when we are
no longer in control; we become the
victim of our thoughts and therefore
of our own delusions. This kind of pro-
liferation, I would suggest, was present
in the evangelical missionaries in nine-
teenth-century Sri Lanka in their con-
viction that only their view was right.
It made interreligious learning through
listening impossible.

Most of us probably have a tendency
to allow some thoughts to proliferate in
our minds, because all of us have pre-
conceptions that cloud our perceptions
and make us less able to be truly open
to truth from sources outside our own
religion. Yet the message of Buddhism is
that we need not be imprisoned in this
way. We can move toward greater open-
ness. We can be involved in deep inter-
religious listening. My hope is that both
Buddhists and Christians will embrace
interreligious listening as an important
part of our path toward salvation and
enlightenment. a
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Teaching and Learning Attentive Listening

by Kenta Kasai

Is it a good idea to listen to everything? Isn’t it important to
have the self-awareness that as human beings we are limited
and can’t comprehend or accept everything?

I believe we can say that in Buddhism,
the Buddha, practicing bodhisattvas,
and other Buddhists are all expected to
be deeply attentive listeners. Looking
back, we can see that this began when
Brahma, a Hindu deity, requested that
Shakyamuni preach the Dharma, and
he complied. Shakyamuni observed
that some people’s minds were hardly
defiled and they had developed wisdom,
enjoyed doing good, and excelled at lis-
tening and learning (Mahavagga I. 5.
10). The sutras say that Shakyamuni kept
on traveling and teaching the Dharma
until his death.

There is every reason to believe that
Buddhism values listening, taking into
account the existence of the buddhas
and deities whose names reveal that they
specialize in attentive listening, such
as Kannon (Skt., Avalokite$vara, the
Bodhisattva Regarder of the Cries of the
World), and Tamonten (Skt., Vai§ravana),
whose Japanese name can be translated
as “the deva [heavenly] king who listens
to many teachings” Kannon is said to
perceive the grief-stricken cries of all
living things. The phrase regarding the
cries implies that sensory organs other
than ears are needed to listen carefully.
This might seem hard to understand at
first. But just as we might sense the color
red when we eat something very spicy, or
that the color blue suggests coolness, our
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visual perception interacts with our other
senses, even if this is not usually obvious.
“Regarding the cries” is an extension of
that and can be thought of as a Buddhist
suggestion that we are required to use
our senses of sight, smell, touch, taste,
and intuition to open the possibility for
even better listening. Furthermore, for
us living in a modern civilization that
overemphasizes the visual, it is all the
more important to bear in mind those
senses other than sight. To pay attention
to senses other than sight is to listen to
our own inner voice.

On the other hand, it seems to me
that Buddhism admonishes us against
wanting to listen to everything. Is it a
good idea to listen to everything? Isn't
it important to have the self-awareness
that as human beings we are limited and
can’t comprehend or accept everything?
Even while our ears seem to be open to
everything, I consider that sometimes it
is better for us to limit ourselves to be
concerned observers instead of always
trying to give a helping hand.

Sophia University’s
Program for Developing
Attentive Listeners
For the past several years I have been

involved in training “attentive listen-
ers” at Sophia University’s Institute of

Grief Care. Sophia is a Catholic uni-
versity, founded by the Society of Jesus.
However, the institute was established
with financing from the West Japan
Railway Company as compensation for a
commuter railway accident in 2005 that
killed 107 people. The efforts to estab-
lish this institute were coordinated by a
Catholic nun, Sister Yoshiko Takaki, who
had engaged for decades in an attentive
listening program for hearing families’
grief, including families bereaved by
the 1995 Kobe Earthquake and by that
railway accident. Courses of study were
established in Osaka and then Tokyo to
develop attentive-listening specialists
to work with the families of victims of
crime, accidents, and natural disasters,
and with patients in the late stages of
a terminal illness, as well as providing
support for medical staff.

This program was modeled on the
American educational system called
Clinical Pastoral Education, designed
for chaplains attached to hospitals and
hospices who practice attentive listen-
ing and offer medical consultation. The
system was introduced in Japan partic-
ularly to broaden the practical theolog-
ical skills of the clergy, but the program
was discontinued. Since we realized
that there is a limit to the kind of grief
care offered only by Christian chaplains,
the present training program that was
started at some universities, including
Tohoku University and Sophia, began
with developing interfaith caregivers or
chaplains, and it coordinates profession-
als from a variety of religions as well as
those with no religious affiliation.
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Respect for the care recipient is a
requirement for attentive listeners. One
must listen while confirming the care
recipient’s experiences and what sort of
values those experiences have formed,
considering the setting of those experi-
ences and the detailed facts of the case;
for instance, imagining the care recipi-
ent’s family backgrounds and even the
layout of the family home.

In our training program, we care-
givers must also be aware of our own
values. We all have our own attitudes to
life, family, marriage, education, work,
and friendship. Because a care recipient’s
values do not always match our own,
we may miss a person’s hidden message.
For example, I recently became aware
that both a nonreligious Japanese care-
giver trainee and a devoutly Christian
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Japanese trainee are surprisingly bound
to a common Confucian value of the
parent-child relationship. We can expe-
rience some frustration when we listen
to the narratives of single mothers or of
children who do not take care of their
parents. We might feel angry if someone
can't forgive a parent for something. We
ourselves might not have taken perfect
care of our parents and did not know
why we were obliged to do so. We had
better observe the parent and child as
they are.

When listening to care recipients,
the caregiver should consider not only
the verbal expression of their thoughts
but also any meaningful inconsistencies
in how they act. For the caregiver who
practices attentive listening, not only the
sense of hearing but all the other senses

become tools. For instance, a caregiver
should notice if a seemingly relaxed
and smiling care recipient is clench-
ing a fist or if a seemingly relaxed and
smiling woman recipient with a hand-
kerchief is gripping it tightly. If a care
recipient’s word or act is inconsistent
or unusual, questioning it can lead to
an important identification of matters.

When You Stop
Listening

Our values are the framework by
which we perceive reality. I will give
you another example of failing to hear
a crucial message.

I have a two-decade friendship as a
researcher with Alcoholics Anonymous,
a mutual-support group for people with
alcohol dependency. It found that a group
of sober alcoholics can be attentive lis-
teners to other alcoholics. Alcoholics
Anonymous has become the model for
all kinds of mutual-support groups for
persons with substance dependencies
as well as for patient and family sup-
port groups.

How did alcoholics who have dif-
ficulty in managing not only their
dependency but also their lives enable
themselves to become caregivers capa-
ble of attentive listening? This is almost
as important as the question of why
their family members, friends, cowork-
ers, and religious professionals were
unable to listen. Some religious profes-
sionals thought they would like to help
alcoholics, but few could listen atten-
tively while alcoholics tried to tell first
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in detail what they had suffered. Even
though during Prohibition in the United
States, from 1920 to 1933, when people
tried a national Christian moral experi-
ment of outlawing alcohol, there was lit-
tle sympathetic inquiry into what kinds
of personal experience led to alcohol-
ism and made recovery difficult. That
is why, until the publication of the per-
sonal narratives of recovered alcoholics
in 1939, we rarely heard about their per-
sonal experiences. (The narratives were
titled Alcoholics Anonymous: The Story
of How Many Thousands of Men and
Women Have Recovered from Alcoholism,
often known as “the Big Book,” and Big
Book Study Groups were named after this
title.) Even when alcoholics were heard,
their narratives were not made public.
It goes without saying that the suffer-
ings of alcoholism are a serious matter
of shame and guilt and difficult to talk
about with others frankly. Although reli-
gious professionals would undoubtedly
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have chances to hear

many such personal

narratives, their reli-

gious values would

have hindered their

understanding the

nature of alcoholics’

predicaments. Many

religious profession-

als, even after hear-

ing many alcoholics’

narratives, failed to

carefully listen to their

narratives about their

states of mind. Instead

they suggested or per-

suaded alcoholics to

stop bad habits, such

as drinking, and the

religious profession-

als failed to change

their own ways of lis-

tening and response.

Furthermore, unfor-

tunately, religious

professionals neither

received nor sought

training in attentive listening, not only

for a lack of personal effort but because
no such training was yet available.

The publication of those alcohol-

ics’ narratives, with the excellent idea

of keeping their identities anonymous,

made it possible for the first time to

effectively discuss why alcoholics jus-

tify (rationalize) their drinking habit

despite the many reasons not to over-

indulge. The narratives’ publication, in

addition to depicting how low a human

being can fall, with detailed description

of the physical symptoms and mental

and social suffering of alcoholics, also

revealed how recovery could begin from

that absolute bottom, a topic that could

deeply interest religious professionals.

Again, alcoholics were isolated

because no one heard their stories. The

people close to them expected them to

use their willpower and submit to self-ex-

amination, and to agree to a strongly

moralistic promise of abstinence.

Attempts to keep alcoholics abstinent
can fail repeatedly, ultimately hindering
efforts to help them. Their identities are
shaken between their appraisal as ear-
nest abstinents and condemnation as
morally defective when they relapsed.

During the past few years, several
famous Japanese singers, actors, and
sports figures have been castigated for
drug dependency. They have been treated
as depraved, and the authenticity of their
expressions of repentance has been end-
lessly questioned. On the other hand,
none of them were ever asked what sort
of personal experiences they had been
through. Our ears are not ready to lis-
ten to them yet.

Doubts about
Debriefing after
a Disaster

Another thing I noticed about failure to
listen attentively is the assumption that
debriefing (letting out happenings and
emotions) will make a disaster victim
(and care recipient) feel better. The many
disasters that have occurred throughout
the world have been valuable opportu-
nities for learning about what caregivers
should be mindful of when they listen
to disaster victims.

The term post-traumatic stress dis-
order (PTSD) has become familiar and
is used in everyday conversation. It was
widely thought that disaster victims
could be comforted by having them talk
in detail about their experiences and feel-
ings immediately following a disaster
(psychological debriefing). It was also
believed that this can prevent the onset
of PTSD as well as other post-traumatic
psychological aftereffects. However,
psychological debriefing is no longer
considered effective, and it may even
be harmful to question disaster vic-
tims about the hardships they suffered,
though the debriefing for the caregiver
is proved to be effective.

Then, is it better that religious profes-
sionals do nothing when caregivers are
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not medical experts? Yes, they can pro-
vide detailed care in the matter of cul-
ture, religion, and values. The National
Child Traumatic Stress Network and the
National Center for PTSD have pub-
lished Psychological First Aid: Field
Operations Guide, which is based on
results of clinical research on PTSD as
well as of the 9/11 Commission Report
on experiences following the 9/11 attacks
in New York. On the basis of user expe-
rience after Hurricane Katrina in 2005,
which left more than twenty-five hun-
dred dead or missing, the second edition
of Psychological First Aid was published
in 2006 with additional details regard-
ing relief programs oriented toward the
diverse religious backgrounds of the
bereaved families (http://www.nctsn
.org/sites/default/files/pfa/english/1
-psyfirstaid_final _complete_manual
.pdf). The authors maintain the sig-
nificance of recognizing the disaster
victims’ religious needs (rituals and
materials): supporting their religious
needs enables caregivers to give better
care. Unless those needs are met, vic-
tims are considered to be at risk.

In Psychological First Aid, you will
see the emphasis on maintaining famil-
iar environments for victims, including
meeting their religious needs (rituals and
materials) to remove the recipients from
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risk rather than debriefing them about
their experience. Caregivers must think
carefully about victims’ values, lifestyles,
and medical care, and respect victims’

lives as a whole based on those values,
whether they are elderly people or little
children. Even for medical treatment,
caregivers should refrain from forcing
victims to undergo any unfamiliar and
unnecessary therapies. Psychological
first aid goes beyond ordinary coun-
seling: it suggests that caregivers ask
recipients about their need of religious
materials such as candles, a chanting
book, or beads, if these were lost in a
disaster. The authors recommend ask-
ing victims about their religious affilia-
tion and facilitating funerals according
to the religion of the deceased. Religious
matters should not be neglected even if
the survivor is a small child.

There are people everywhere with
the knowledge and skill for attentive lis-
tening, be they specialists or ordinary
people—such a society of attentive lis-
teners I wish to help in expanding.
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Chaplains and Listening:

A Buddhist Perspective

by Yozo Taniyama

Listening by a caregiver allows care recipients to tell their
stories and simultaneously discover their distress and its
effects. This also makes it possible for the distress to be
managed; the role of the caregiver is to assist this process

of discovery.

Listening forms the bedrock of inter-
personal help. In spiritual-care practice,
it is impossible (without supernatural
powers) to wholly understand the care
recipient. Being human beings with
finite capabilities, we are incapable of
fully grasping what care recipients really
seek and what lies beneath what they
say, which makes it necessary for care-
givers to listen hard, using all of their
mental and physical faculties, to what
recipients have to say.
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Feeling-Focused
Listening

More concretely, listening with all of
our mental and physical faculties means
using not just the sense of hearing but all
five, or six, senses, which include such
feelings as compassion, to “listen” to
the care recipient. The eyes can register
changes in the recipient’s expression and
physical movements. The ears can pick
up not only the recipient’s utterances but

also changes in tone of voice. The sense
of smell may come into play less, but
it can still be used to experience with
the care recipient, for example, the fra-
grance of flowers arranged in a vase.
Opportunities to use the sense of taste
may also be limited, but it is still pos-
sible for caregiver and care recipient to
chat over a nice cup of tea. The sense of
touch can detect the care recipient’s body
temperature when one shakes hands.
And the heart can empathize with the
feelings of the care recipient and also
those of the caregiver, while at times
also providing inspiration.

As students of Buddhist philoso-
phy readily comprehend, appreciating
another person’s feelings requires first
and foremost a thorough understand-
ing of the self. The sensory organs enu-
merated above, including one’s heart,
are all one’s own. If one’s own senses are
dulled or warped, it becomes impos-
sible to understand accurately those
of another. This accurate understand-
ing does not require, however, a level as
profound as that known in Buddhism
as nyojitsu chiken, or the perception
of reality as it truly is. The important
thing is to recognize the filters through
which we view the world, and this entails
being aware of our own tendencies in
personal relations.

There are those, for example, who
feel uncomfortable when talking about
certain subjects or with certain peo-
ple. Provided that we are aware of this,
we can ensure that our own feelings
of discomfort do not in turn discom-
fit our interlocutor. For instance, some
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