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On Understanding Religious Men and Women

Professor of Philosophy and
Religion, Colgate University

1 am honored to be here to speak to you today. 1
am grateful to Professor Minoru Tada for extending to
me this invitation. Professor Tada, who knows more
about American Literature than I, who seems never to
lose patience with others, nor to refrain from extend-
ing a helping hand, is the kind of person and scholar
who brings distinction to Otani University. This scho-
lar, humanist, has posed for me a most difficult assign-
ment. “Speak to us,” he said, “about what you are
doing.”

What am I doing? It seems to me that this is one
of the great questions. When asked “Who are you?”
most of us begin to define ourselves by our names and
occupations, our jobs, mode of employment. When
asked “What are you?” it seems our tendency has been,
in the last quarter-century or so, to turn the search for
an answer to this question over to our university col-
leagues in the natural sciences or social sciences. We
sometimes seek, surprisingly, an empirical or, dis-
appointingly, an impersonal reply to this question: I
am made of water, bone, flesh, and so forth, or I a so-
cial animal, and on and on.
~ Nevertheless, in the development of the Western
religious heritage, one question has loomed large:
“What am 1?”, providing a personal orientation to the
issue raised more indirectly by our questions “Who are
you?” and “What are you?”. “What am [?” is the kind
of question that gives one pause to begin the search
for fundamental criteria, foundational orientations, in
light of which one shapes one’s identity. “What am I?”
is one of those great questions, and the Western heri-
tage has had a great deal to say in response to it.

Among the answers that have been given to the
question “What am I?” one finds “I am a Jew”, or “I
am a sinner saved by the grace of‘God” or “I am a
child of God”. Another response, representing also a
major strand in the Western heritage, is “I am a ratio-

nal being”.

John Ross Carter

Perhaps we. have weathered the faddish reply of
saying, in response to this question, only that “I am an
individual”. It appears that we in the West are moving
into (back to?) a more engaging formulation of “I am a
person” in response to the question “What am 1?”. We
are learning (again?) that one moves from being an in-
dividual into becoming a person as one moves from
isolation into relationships.

Some of us on this globe have found, perhaps,
that asking this question “What am I?”, although help-
ful for personal growth, could lead us into developing
a fixation on our own selves, lead us to think too
much about ourselves, perhaps even to see ourselves
as too static, fixed. The great heritage of the Buddhist
tradition has left a testimony for all to hear. Perhaps
one might word it like this: do not dwell too much on
the question “What am I?” because our answer might
arise too quickly. Do not think too much about “What
am I?” because, in the final analysis, an answer will
serve only conventionally to indicate in words a per-
son’s opinion at any given moment.

The question that Professor Tada put to me, to
talk about what I am doing, gave me pause, made me
ask “What am I doing?”. That, I suggest, is a question
that will repay reflection. It seems to me that this
question, “What am I doing?”, is of global relevance,
and has been so through history.

As is the case with most engaging questions, there
can be levels is one’s reply. In a sense I am now
speaking here today. But this is hardly the full extent
to which one might reply to the question “What am I
doing?”. Sensing the levels in the responses one might
make to this question could well indicate, for example,
the development of a child through adolescence into
the maturity of adulthood. I suggest that there might
be a dimension to this question that could indicate the
sensitivity one might have in attempting to live one’s
life religiously.

There is a story passed around among persons

who have chosen to aspire to live life Buddhistically
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through the Zen medium. You readily recall how a
«child will play outside, or in his.or her room, for hours
or so, playing intently, moving buses, houses, even
continents, it seems, with total concentration and crea-
tive interest. Mother or father will call to the child;
“What are you doing?” The child answers without a
moment’s delay, “Nothing.”

It has been said that this story suggests a way of
living that is consonant with the Buddha’s intention;
to be engaged with the moment, creatively so, as the
moment unfolds, ever with it, right there, and yet
doing nothing. This story has also been heard in a ser-
mon in a Christian church indicating what it might be
like to live as a child of God, just there, right there,
ever careatively so, responding freely, lovingly—doing
nothing.

Listen to the levels being suggested in the em-
phasis and intonation of the question when spoken—

What are you doing?

What are you doing?

What are you doing?

What are you doing?

Men and women of Otani University, what are you
doing?

But the question has been asked of me—and I am
grateful for the pause that it has given me, and the
opportunity to attempt to formulate an initial response.

What am I doing? I am attempting to understand
the religious life of men and women, what they hold
most dear, what they cherish, choose to live life by be-
cause they have found thereby that life has meaning,
choose to remember, and to pass on to their children.
More customarily formulated in academic circles, I am
attempting to understand komo religiosus, religious man.
As a person who is a failure in being Christian but who,
nevertheless, aspires to continue living as this kind of
a failure and a Christian (I refer you to an engaging
chapter, “Christian—Noun, or Adjective?” by Wilfred
Cantwell Smith, in his book, Questions of Religious
Truth, New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1967, pp.
99-123), I have been introduced to a religious dimen-
sion in human life that is old, as old as homo sapiens,
and continually new in its formulations and expres-
sions, in ancient civilizations, in the great continuing
traditions, and in the non-literate or extra-
civilizational societies, in the past and today, around
the globe.

I seek to understand not things, but persons: not

the operations or patterns or constellations of objects

or events, but what those operations or patterns have
meant to persons, or wherein no meaning was found by
persons; most fundamentally, I seek to wnderstand
what it means to be genuinely human. The historical
record leaves no doubt that wiser people, than I have
met, have lived, thought, and died, have indicated, too,
that being born into our species does nat, in itself,
provide an answer to what human life is, that being
born a human being is a biological process, in itself
inadequate to provide an answer to what it is to be-

come genuinely human.
I

As is the case when generalizations are made a-
bout any group of persons, one can misrepresent the im-
portant insights of a few in speaking broadly of the
many. The sociological approach to the study of reli-
gion, germinating within and expanding beyond a par-
ticular scholarly discipline within what has been called
the social sciences, has been handled deftly,
although to limited results, by a few leading sociolo-
gists of religion, and a few cultural anthropologists,
too. But the particular method has been so prevalently
applied uncritically by so many writers that lesser
lights in the discipline have apparently failed con-
stantly and consisténtly to evaluate the method itself,
widely accepting it as a scientifically verified and
established method of procedure rather than as a mat-
ter of consensus.

Some of the less reflective social scientists—1I,
rather, prefer to call them social theorists — have
attempted explanations for.the process of acquiring
meaning in life, for discerning how we ought to live
to become genuinely human. We human beings, we are
told, have little instinctual equipment to prepare us for
living in the uncertain complexities of life. We search
for meaning, for a normative pattern of understanding
that will enable us to make sense of the unfolding of
our fears, anxieties, and uncertainties. Society, we are
told, over the years fashions these normative patterns
and introduces us to them as we grow older. Through
education, a society leads its members, and, conse-
quently, we ourselves are led, to embrace the models
for interpreting meaning which a society, in its wis-
dom, has fashioned for us, models that tend also to
perpetuate a society’s particular understanding of it-
self. This is a neat explanation, and one that has been
around for about a century or so with recurring mod-

ifications and reformulations, but one, which, upon
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analysis, has strands going back to ancient times.

It is easier to say that something called “society”
does this than to say that persons do, much easier to
move from the complex, variegated, multifaceted real-
ity of persons to a theoretical level to talk about a for-
mal grouping of persons, whether in village or massive
civilization, that operates on an abstract level as some-
thing called “society”, as something perpetuating its
norms. It is difficult for me to say that the wise per-
sons who have gone before us in history were, in
effect, not very smart, that they took to be the basis of
reality, the source of meaning, what in reality was
only their inheritance from society, merely the norma-
tive patterns society had projected in order to perpetu-
ate itself.

But a social theorist would have little difficulty
with my restlessness. I would be told that it is part of
the operation of society, in this process of establishing
and perpetuating meaning, that it projects this mean-
ing onto what is now called another order of reality in
a very subtle way so that it is then, subsequently, dis-
cerned as actually being other than, apart from, the
ordinary realm of human experience. We are told that
when this projected meaning is reappropriated by a
person it is discerned as possessing a distinct quality,
as being other, as striking that person from “the other
side”, as it were, but now endowed with new force and
significance.

Yet I am still restless with this. Wiser persons
than I have met personally, persons wiser than authors
of the last century, have indicated to me, through their
writings, and also by what has been written about
them, that they are more reflective than they have
been judged by some to be, more analytical, more sub-
tle, more self-conscious, even more humane. They
have not indicated that they have committed their
lives to what society has structured for them, have not
oriented their future to a projection of normative
meaning put out there somehow by something called
society. They do not seem to have been hit, as it were,
by a projection from something called the social real-
ity which somehow “came to them” from another,
fanciful, order of existence.
~ What am I f0 do? What conclusions am I to draw
from all of this? It seems to me that at least two infer-
ences can be drawn from a consideration of this gener-
al sociological approach to the study of something called
“religion”. Some social theorists, who have

dopted this approach, have studied some of the

variegated forms of religious systems in different con-
texts and various periods around the globe, and have
drawn from their comparative studies a theoretical ex-
planation for differences while maintaining that we hu-
mans are similar in our conceptual processes and
group dynamics. Their work has shed some light on
interpreting the differences between societies and the reli-
gious systems within those societies.

The second inference is more problematic. It sug-
gests, from this mode of analysis, frequently uncriti-
cally applied, resulting in a theory becoming the norm,
that it is, in fact, the social scientist who really knows;
the religious person really does not, does not know the
real, only thinks he knows the real, which, for our so-
cial theorists, is merely a discernment of a social pro-
jection appropriated and perceived as having unusual
significance.

My point is this: this particular approach to the
study of something called “religion” can be instructive
when investigating differences among religious sys-
tems in different societies, but it also frequently, if not
regularly, involves another discernment of difference,
one that leaves me restless. That difference seems to
be the difference between the social theorist and religious
persons. The social theorist knows the basis for all of
this; the religious person only thinks he knows.

Religious traditions have been shaped mightily by
the societies of which they have been a part, have con-
tributed weightily to the formation of the cultures that
have supported the civilizations in which societies
have participated. There is a dynamic process in-
volved in all of this, a dialectic of a religious tradition
and the history of societies, of course. One would be
obstinate not to see this. Yet, one would be obdurate
were one to maintain that the position represented by
this particular sociological approach is comprehensive
of truth, that this interpretation of religious phe-
nomena is all that is real, even that this approach is
the only one that a social scientist or social theorist
can endorse as a social scientist or theorist. One won-
ders whether a person might too readily submit the hu-
man mind to a discipline, willingly to allow his or her
study to be defined not by what is being studied, that
is, the subject, but by how the study is to be con-
ducted, the method. Not infrequently does one meet
this, as in the case of a social scientist saying that he
or she cannot speak about the subject in so far as that
subject might extend beyond the particular method of

approach. One wonders what happened to the intellec-
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tual, what happened to the unlimited scope of inquiry
launched by the human mind into a subject.

I have mot throughly invegtigated this next point,
but perhaps T will, or perhaps someone will study this
question within our lifetime or soon thereafter in the
future. It seems to me that this particular sociclogical
approach to the study of religious persons is culturally
specific, is Western, is recent, and, in a comparative
context today, is certainly limited, tends to be a whit
arrogant, and hence, obviously, is inadequate.

I recall the teachings of the Buddha, recorded in
the Pali texts, which urge us never to fall into the trap
of saying “this alone is true, all else is false”. One
wonders whether a person who has seen the point of
the creative edge of this advice could maintain an in-
terpretation of religious life that sees it only as one
dimension of a society’s self-preservation, as really
only being based on the only basis of reality available
to the inquiring mind, namely, something called socie-
ty, all else being conjecture at best, open to question,
certainly, unreal or false, possibly. There might be an
attempt to say that such remark, as this one by the
Buddha, is merely a social projection put into the
words of a socially sanctioned holy figure. But in
attempting to do this, one fails to see the cutting-edge
of the remark: not to become stuck in any way, or with
any method or approach, by saying “this alone is true,
all else is false”.

Or let me put this another way. It would seem un-
likely that a student of the religious heritage that has
come to be called Jods-shinsh@t would have achieved
understanding of Shinran were that person to argue
that Shinran represents a person so overwhelmed by a
sense of personal inadequacy and so at a loss at how
to save himself (of course this statement already repre-
sents a fundamental misunderstanding of Shinran) that
he had no recourse but to accept what society had
already projected as “other-power”. The same would
hold were such student to say that Shinran was a reli-
gious genius but one who broke the established order
of meaning by reinterpreting previous projections
made by something called “society” in such a way that
a person ridden with guilt as he was could still find
salvation.

It seems to me that this particular sociological in-
terpretation of religious phenomena is culturally speci-
fic, is certainly Western, is indeed recent, and, I am
prepared to argue, inadequate in itself, or whenever

applied without rigorous vigilance. for one who wants

to understand religious men and women. I am happy to
note that some of the brighter lights among contem-
porary sociologists of religion are beginning to reflect
on this wery point, although we await the publication

of a sustained study.
11l

A little over 25 years ago, after completing under-
graduate studies in History, Philosophy and Religion,
and general postgraduate Christian theological studies
in a seminary, I began a concentrated study of the
Buddhist tradition at the University of Lomdon. It was
library work, with some amount of empathy and histor-
ical sensitivity. A little over seventeen years ago,
while working in a doctoral program at Harvard Uni-
versity, I arrived in Sri Lanka, that ancient and idyllic
setting where Dharma has been long remembered by
persons because they have been long murtured by
Dharma as the Buddha rediscovered it and shared it
by speaking it and by living it.

I then began to rely on friends in Sri Lanka,
friends who helped me, who worked with me, who
taught me, who gave of their time, energy, and. care. [
lived with dear friends, and continue so to do today,
who, in their friendship and caring, introduced me,
however falteringly on my part, to that quality of life
to which they, too, aspired, led me to discern their
faith— not Buddhism, mind you; faith is much more
fundamental than something called “Buddhism”. I be-
gan to learn of the faith of Buddhist men and women,
the way they placed their hearts and minds on Dhar-
ma, Dharma which enabled Gautama to become en-
lightened when he realized it, Dharma which enabled
him to become the Buddha, Dharma which supports
these friends, your Sri Lankan Buddhist brothers and
sisters, as they move through the experiences of hu-
man life.

I was writing a Ph. D. thesis at the time, a thesis
entitled “Dhamma: Western Academic and Sinhalese
Buddhist Interpretations—a study of a religious con-
cept” (which I am very pleased to say was published
in Japan and very soon will appear in a Sinhala trans-
lation in Sri Lanka). I lived in Sri Lanka for three
years during that time and have since gone back fre-
quently. I continue to learn about Dharma, how lives
have been changed by coming into touch with it, how
hopes have been buttressed by hearing it, how wrongs

have been righted by responding to it, how life is

lived with dignity, grace and beauty by being sup-
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ported by it. .

I have learned that the heritage of Sinhala Buddh-
ists, which they call the Theravada, and some Buddh-
ist today continue mistakenly to call “Hinayana”
(although in the formative stage of the Mahayana the
use of the term “hinayana” I consider a creative mis-
take), is rooted in a calm certainty that growth in one’s
life can be ever new and consistently, constructively,
creative in the context of uncertainties, in the face of
doubt and the unknown, precisely because Dharma
abides and it supports the one living it. “Dhareti ti
dhammo”, freely, but adequately, translated, “It is cal-
led ‘Dhamma’ because ‘it holds, supports™, the old
texts tell us, and, I will add, empirical evidence makes
manifest.

These persons have taken refuge in the Buddha,
what he represents as a glorious. exemplar for our
lives, with the hope that they, too, might realize Dhar-
ma that served as the foundation for the quality of his
life. They have taken refuge in Dharma, in the salvific
truth that the soteriological process abides, is there/
here, and that it is entirely capable of supporting the
heart and mind that is placed on it, that we can take it
up and hold it in mind and in heart, that we can give
expression to it readily in living freely, abundantly,
come what may, and that it leads on, without fail, to
the occasion when reality is known and truth realized,
and completed is what was to have been completed,
and done is what was to have been done. We let our
words stop there because no projections are adequate,
neither those of society’s nor mine. We move into si-
lence, comfortably, without fear and trembling, be-
cause Dharma abides.

These people also take refuge in the Sangha, by
no means the local order of monks—fellows known in
most cases since their chitdhood days. The robes are
honored, of course, not because the monastic institu-
tion “denies this world”, as some might put it, but be-
cause the robes symbolically represent a mode of life
other than this life that we are living, a mode of life
that puts this life into a broader context than the
ordinary limits set on it, a mode of life that enables us
to see this life precisely as it is—ordinary. The monas-
tic institution constantly reminds us that this life is
not the only life for living, is not all that there is to
living, either.

Refuge is taken in the Sangha, not in the monks
but in those who have gone far in the soteriological

process, those countless worthies of the past who also

have demonstrated qualities of life that are worthy of
emulation, who have shown us the way of -Dharma-
living, who have set the examples for Dharma-
realization.

I have written on the Theravada Buddhist tradi-
tion, on Dhamma, on “refuge” (sarana), being reminded
by our colleague Mr. N. Kashiwahara, on your faculty,
that perhaps we need to give more thought to what
might be the best English word to represent sarana; 1
have written a little about rites and rituals, on ethical
appraisals, even on the recent and Western concept
“Buddhism” and the even more recent, later concept,
“Early Buddhism”. I have worked in translations, too;
a major translation effort on the Dhammapada and its
commentarial heritage, co-authored with a Sinhala
Buddhist colleague, Professor M. Palihawadana, will
soon be published by Oxford University Press. I have
studied a fair amount, have learned a good deal, but
fear that my understanding of the religious life of men
and women is incomplete.

Yet, this search for understanding continues.

Presently, I am a Visiting Research Associate at
the National Museum of Ethnology in Osaka trying, as
time allows, to learn more about what has been called
“religion and society” in Japan, and learning in the
process that the English concepts “religion” and “soci-
ety” are no longer adequate to support my inquiry.

I am also a Visiting Research Associate at Ryfiko-
ku University, being allowed to be a member of the
Ryfikoku Translation Center. Recently, I have been
invited to be a Visiting Research Associate at Kyoto
Women’s University. Persons in these two fine Buddh-
ist institutions of higher learning have kindly given of
their time to introduce me into the currents of reli-
gious living as men and women who are Jodd-shinshi
Buddhists have discerned them.

I am not attempting to understand the historical
institution that has come to be called Jodd-shinshf. I
can do that, perhaps, with more reading and language
study in libraries in the United States. I am seeking to
understand why I am at home here among Jodo-shinshi
Buddhist men and women.

I am not planning to understand fully shinjin or
shinjitsu shingyé or the number of related concepts or
expressions. I have learned enough these nearly four
months since my most recent arrival in Japan to say [
am at ease with the thought of going to my grave with-
out ever fully achieving an understanding of shinjin.

1 will keep working on these notions, though,
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realizing that this particular struggle is both immense-
ly rewarding and, to use Christian theological terms in
response to what I have learned from friends here, this
struggle is divine. I am forming tentative conclusions
about shinjin, one of which I will briefly mention.

In my judgment, and | am only just beginning to
grapple with this issue, it appears that shinjin is not
best translated into English as “faith”. Christian
theological categories do not seem to have a word to
match shinjin. From a Christian theological perspec-
tive, if one were to seek for a dimension in the reli-
gious experience of Jodd-shinshii men and women that
represents a quality in the religious orientation of per-
sons to life, to which one could refer with the use of
the English term “faith”, one might turn to what I
might tentatively translate as “refuge”, to kimyo ()
or kie (JR1K), with their implications of responding to
a summons to return home, to turn around (with some-
thing of the sense of the New Testament Greek word
metanoia) and to return to the source in which to place
one’s commitment of one’s life.

I am not suggesting that there is something like a
movement from kimyb to shinjin, as one might mis-
takingly indicate by drawing a line on a chart, from
“A” to “B”, as it were. | sense that shinjin is present in
kimyé. but also that there is a slight difference. It
appears that in Zimys one is self-consciously aware
that one is doing the action, that one is doing, while
receiving, kimyd, that one is returning home in response
to Amida’s gentle but authoritative summons. In Zimyd,
one is aware that one is giving expression to kimyo,
has responded, is responding, but in shinjin one is not
aware that one has or possesses shinjin, because, it
seems, one is aware that one’s having shinjin is an im-
possibility, because of one’s fully knowing one’s own
inadequacies; one does not have shinjin, one, rather,
praises Amida with a joyful heart and at the same time
from a heart permeated by disorienting passions.

I sense, however, that there might be something
more basic, more fundamental, involved in all of this,
that might be suggestive of what Christians tend to
mean when they speak of faith. Perhaps what I mean
by faith is much more readily at hand than the subtle-
ties found in the dialectic structure of jinshinffin] (%
f£.0) or “deep” shinjin. L sense that perhaps there is a
moment in one’s religious life when one really hAears

(B : mon: ki(ku)—not just “to listen” to (P& chd)—
really hears the sitras, really hears a sermon, really

hears the well spoken and timely word. There is a mo-

ment in a person’s life when one tends to leam in the
direction of making a response, leans to respond, as it
were, moves with an inclination into responding and
makes a response.

It seems to me that at this moment, in this move-
ment of really hearing and in responding, perhaps in-
itially responding only in deeply authentic receiving,
perhaps, also initially, with commitment, is the dimen-
sion of human religious experience that represents the
dawn of faith, as it appears that Christians have been
enabled to discern it. In a sense, then, in the act of
really hearing, kimyé is taking place. A Consideration
of whether or not we have shinjin is, I think, rather a
question of faith, arising from faith, a question for
faith; it does not entail whether or not we have faith, it
is not a question about faith. Faith is already there.
And so it also seems with kimyé. Let me turn the point
briefly; shinjin is important for us not because we have

shingjin, it seems, but because we have faith.
v

Obviously T am still learning and perhaps I have
not learned well. But here before you today is a man
from Texas, a Southern Baptist, an ordained minister
of the Gospel of Jesus Christ, a student of the Ther-
avdda Buddhist tradition, a novice learner of the Jodé-
shinsh@ heritage, a person seeking to understand the
religious life of men and women. Could this have hap-
pened before the latter half of the 20th century? I
think not.

What I am doing is seeking to understand the reli-
gious life of ‘men and women. Although you have
heard frequent references to\history and to the past,
mention of tradition and heritage, I do not want to
leave you with thought that I am looking backwards,
looking into the past. I see my task as looking for-
ward, towards the future.

And let me, in bringing this presentation to a
close, share a concern that I have. I fear that too many
of our Buddhist young men and women are being
trained to become scholars of the past with little con-
cern, based on disciplined scholarly interest, for the
present or the future. In the Buddhist case, it is impor-
tant to study the past, of course; I would be the last,
perhaps, to deny this. However, I think it is inade-
quate to have experts on the early formation of the
vinaya who do not have also a scholarly grasp on the
function of the vinaya in the lives of Buddhists today,

or to have experts on something called early folk reli-
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gion in India who do not have also a disciplined intel-
lectual interest in the intricacies of Japanese religious
life, and the examples could continue, of course.

It is very important to have an understanding of
the history of the Buddhist tradition, even of the early
period of the tradition in India, indeed, of its move-
ment through central Asia, China, Korea, and Japan,
certainly. But there are Buddhists living today in
South -and - Southeast Asia who share with you the
quest for enlightenment. What do we in Japan know of
them? .
If I were asked what I would advise doctoral stu-
dents in the area of the Comparative Study of Reli-
gion to write their doctoral dissertations on, I would
suggest that they take the most engaging dimension of
a religious heritage, a religious heritage that is cur-
rently unfolding on the scene today, and approach that
study historically and with humane sensitivity. I
would suggest that they focus on a religious tradition
that is mighty and that is still being given expression
in a major cultural complex and civilization today.
That, it seems, would assure that these doctoral stu-
dents will look to the past, of course, but also to the
future where they would also stand alongside intelli-
gent, insightful, reflective friends, participating in the
religious tradition being studied, who would instruct
them when they are on the right track, take issue with
them when they go astray, point the doctoral students
both in the direction of their inquiry and in the direc-
tion of life as it is to be lived religiously.

1 think I am looking to the- future, to greater
understanding of us as persons aspiring to live re-
ligiously. I think there is purpose in what I am doing.

We mentioned a little story about a mother or

father calling out to a child intent at play, “What are

you doing?”, and the child’s quick and spontaneous re-
ply, “Nothing.” Will I find myself sometime in the fu-
ture replying to the question “What am I doing?” or
“What are you doing?”, by saying “Nothing”? I do not
know. Perhaps you will allow me to wait to respond to
that question, to hold it for the future when, perhaps,
that question will be asked with finality and perhaps I
might be summonsed. Perhaps at that time T might ful-
ly know what I am doing, perhaps then I might reply.
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