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SIM community mentor Rich Howard just returned from Thailand, where Theravada Buddhism is 
interwoven with Hinduism and native folk religion. Once again, the question arises: Am I a Buddhist? 
Another question follows: Do I have to be Buddhist to practice at SIM? 
 
So, is Buddhism a religion? 
 
From one viewpoint, Buddhism is a religion, from another viewpoint Buddhism is a science of mind and 
not a religion. Buddhism can be a bridge between these two sides.  
His Holiness the Dalai Lama, Nobel evening address, 1989 
 
I cannot think of a single practice from any other world religion that could be utilized outside a religious 
setting in the way mindfulness is being used today. This leads one to wonder whether, in its essence, what 
we call “Buddhism” is best described as a “religion” at all.  
Stephen Batchelor, The Secularisation of Mindfulness 
 
I was raised Christian. Should I convert to Buddhism? 
 
I don't want to convert people to Buddhism — all major religions, when understood properly, have the 
same potential for good.  
The Dalai Lama, Daily Telegraph Interview, 2006 
 
What if I don’t have any religious leanings? 
 
Those who adopt Buddhist ideas, values and practices today in the West are not necessarily interested in 
joining another religious institution. They find the Buddha’s “test it and see” approach to be perfectly 
compatible with a healthy scepticism. If one interprets the Dalai Lama’s advice as an encouragement for 
Westerners to remain within their own secular traditions, then atheists and agnostics may be reassured to 
find the non-theistic and self-reliant approach of Buddhism to be broadly in keeping with their own 
outlook. At the same time, Buddhism may also be enabled to recover its own critical and pragmatic 
perspective, which, historically, has often been overshadowed by its having assumed the identity of a 
religious creed. 
Stephen Batchelor, What's Wrong with Conversion, Your Holiness? This piece appeared in the "Faith and 
Reason" column, The Independent, Saturday 29 May, 1999 (Wesak). 
 
A secular Buddhist celebrates the adoption of mindfulness in non-religious settings, while recognizing that 
for its potential to be fully realized a meditative practice alone is insufficient. Just as Jon Kabat-Zinn and 
others have secularized Buddhist mindfulness, the challenge now is to secularize Buddhist ethics and 
philosophy in such a way that they can address the current conditions of our world by articulating a way of 
life in which humans and other beings can flourish together on this earth. 
Stephen Batchelor, The Secularisation of Mindfulness 
 
Can I study the teachings of the Buddha without calling myself “a Buddhist”? 
 
To arouse interest in a translation of one of the oldest surviving Buddhist texts [the Atthakavagga, or Book 
of Eights], I decided to call this book The Buddha before Buddhism. I hoped this title would raise a number 
of questions – most prominently, what might the Buddha have taught after his awakening but before he and 
others organized and systematized his teachings into what is now identified as Buddhism? 
Gil Fronsdal, The Buddha before Buddhism, page viii  
 
What may be perplexing to many is that the Book of Eights does not espouse a religious doctrine that exists 
in opposition to other doctrines.  Nor does it put forth a teaching that is meant to be seen as superior to 
other teachings. In a manner that challenges the religious beliefs of many people – including many 
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Buddhists – the text explicitly denies the role of ultimate religious “truth” and “knowledge” in attaining 
personal peace.   
Gil Fronsdal, The Buddha before Buddhism, Introduction, page 1 
 
The Buddha did not teach Buddhism. He taught the Dharma, a Sanskrit word that means “the truth,” “the 
way of things,” “the natural laws of mind and body.” He taught the truths of suffering and its causes, the 
end of suffering and its path.   
Joseph Goldstein, One Dharma, page 16 
 
Is there a Western form of Buddhism? How does it relate to the traditional forms of Buddhism in Asia? 
 
Joseph Goldstein, One Dharma  
 
But as old traditions meet in new ways, pressing questions arise. Is the melting-pot approach simply 
creating a big mess in which essential teachings of a tradition are lost? Or is something new emerging that 
will revitalize dharma practice for us all? Will it be possible to preserve the integrity of each of these 
distinct cultures of awakening, even as we nurture the enrichment that comes from their contact with each 
other? How much of our spiritual practice is embedded in cultural overlays from the East that are neither 
relevant nor helpful in our Western society? And do we sometimes water down – or leave behind – the 
essence of the teachings simply because they take us out of our Western physical or psychological comfort 
zone? How much can we pare away of alter before we start missing the point of it all?  Introduction, page 3 
 
A genuine Western Buddhism is now taking birth. Its defining characteristic is neither an elaborate 
philosophical system nor an attachment to any particular sectarian viewpoint. Rather, it is a simple 
pragmatism that harkens back to the Buddha himself, who pointedly questioned the established tenets of 
ancient Indian thought. It is an allegiance to a very simple question: “What works?” Introduction, page 1 
 
The implications of One Dharma for both Buddhism and our own culture are enormous. A wise cross-
fertilization of spiritual practices can only deepen our understanding. It will foster not only tolerance, but 
also genuine respect and unity, as we each find from the great treasure-house of Dharma those teachings 
that benefit both ourselves and others. One Dharma is, of course, in the very beginning stages. Someone 
once asked an Asian teacher what Western Buddhism will be like. He replied, “We’ll know in a couple of 
hundred years.”  Introduction, page 6 
 
A new mantra began to emerge in my practice, and it was a very truthful response to the conflicts that had 
been plaguing me: “Who knows?” Page 11 
 
What does all this mean for our practice? 
 
After we become established in one tradition, we can then learn from others, understanding that at the heart 
of them all there is a common ground that supports our journey to freedom. In the One Dharma of 
emerging Western Buddhism, the method is mindfulness, the expression is compassion, the essence is 
wisdom.  Page 13 
 
“When you yourselves know: 'These things are good, blameless, praised by the wise; undertaken and 
observed, these things lead to benefit and happiness,' enter on and abide in them."  
Kalama Sutta, AN 65, translated by Ven. Soma Thera.  
 
Partly in reaction to dogmatic religion, partly in subservience to the reigning paradigm of objective 
scientific knowledge, it has become fashionable to hold, by appeal to the Kalama Sutta, that the Buddha's 
teaching dispenses with faith and formulated doctrine and asks us to accept only what we can personally 
verify. This interpretation of the sutta, however, forgets that the advice the Buddha gave the Kalamas was 
contingent upon the understanding that they were not yet prepared to place faith in him and his doctrine; it 
also forgets that the sutta omits, for that very reason, all mention of right view and of the entire perspective 
that opens up when right view is acquired…. Faith in the Buddha's teaching is never regarded as an end in 
itself nor as a sufficient guarantee of liberation, but only as the starting point for an evolving process of 
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inner transformation that comes to fulfillment in personal insight. But in order for this insight to exercise a 
truly liberative function, it must unfold in the context of an accurate grasp of the essential truths concerning 
our situation in the world and the domain where deliverance is to be sought. These truths have been 
imparted to us by the Buddha out of his own profound comprehension of the human condition. To accept 
them in trust after careful consideration is to set foot on a journey which transforms faith into wisdom, 
confidence into certainty, and culminates in liberation from suffering. 
Bhikkhu Bodhi, A Look at the Kalama Sutta 
 
Can we bring these viewpoints together? 
 
The dharma is the whole elephant…. Dharma practice exposes the limits of human thought and language 
when we are confronted with the puzzle of being here at all. All people, whether devoutly religious or 
avowedly secular, share this sense of unknowing, wonder and perplexity. This is where we all begin.  
Stephen Batchelor, after buddhism, page 3 
 


