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As some of you may know, I recently returned from a visit to Korea, where I spent some time in temples of the Jogye Order.  One theme I heard over and over again was a statement to the effect that "Korea is the last home of true Buddhism."

At first, I found this statement somewhat offensive, but I later realized that what they were saying was that their Zen (or Seon, in Korean) practice derives directly from the Anapanasati Sutra, wherein Sakyamuni Buddha gave specific instructions for breathing techniques to be used in meditation.  They also feel that their current practice is the closest to  the original transmission of the Chinese teachings.

Still, the whole idea of saying, in effect, that "our Buddhism is better than your Buddhism" sort of goes against the whole idea of what the Buddha taught -- that there are many paths to enlightenment.  The Buddha understood very well that people are different -- that we think and feel and experience things differently.  So he taught many different paths to enlightenment   (the figure we often hear is 84,000, corresponding to the 84,000 evils, or delusions, that prevent us from seeing the true nature of things.) 

Even in Jodo Shinshu we sometimes seem to set ourselves apart from the main body of Buddhism, by saying things like "this is the easy Buddhism" or "this is the Buddhism for those of us who can't hope to achieve enlightenment by our own efforts."  This is wrong.  Buddhism is Buddhism, something that was stressed recently at the MAP Quest Minister's Assistant training program in San Francisco.  To say "I am a Zen Buddhist," or "I am  a  Jodo Shinshu Buddhist"  is to get hung up in concepts which are essentially empty.  It's thinking in dualistic terms --  it's emphasizing the signpost pointing the way to the goal rather than the goal itself.

Shinran Shonin never set out to establish a new religion.  He simply discovered that the paths that he had been pursuing on Mt. Hiei didn't work for him.  He then tried the path taught by another former Mt. Hiei monk, Honen Shonin,  and found it to be a better fit.

As Shinran  spread the teaching of the Nembutsu,  he naturally began to draw followers.  Yet Shinran never considered himself the leader of a new sect.  He  wrote, "I have not even one disciple."  He instead referred to his followers in the Kanto area as "fellow practicers of the Nembutsu."  When they began  to refer to him as "master" or to give him the title "Shonin" (sacred one) he left the group and returned to Kyoto.

Shinran's intentions are important for us to remember.  Jodo Shinshu is not separate and apart from Zen, Theravada or Tibetan traditions.  We are all on the same quest, we simply take different paths, the ones that suit us best, to get there.

So, keeping this in mind, you can understand  why some of us in this temple are so involved in the effort to restore Buddhism in Mongolia. Okay, yes, it's Tibetan Buddhism, and lamas, and a strange language, with practices and rituals that are different from ours, but it's still Buddhism.  Heck, I'll bet that if you visited the Hongwanji in Kyoto you wouldn't  recognize the rituals there as being part of the religion that you're used to.  But all of those and all of Zen and all of the Tibetan beliefs and practices and rituals and teachings still derive from the same source as does our practice -- the teachings of Sakyamuni Buddha.

So next time there's an exhibit of Buddhist artifacts at a Tibetan Buddhist temple, or an interesting speaker at a Zen monastery, don't decide not to go because "their religion isn't our religion."   It is.  It's all Buddhism, it all relies on the teachings of Sakyamuni Buddha, and we should rejoice in the fact that we're a part of such a rich and varied tapestry of the Buddhist world.

Please bow your heads and gassho for this reading from the Dhammapada:

"Of all paths, the Eightfold Path is the best;

 Of all truths, the Four Noble Truths are the best;

 Of all things, serenity is the best;

 Of all men, the Enlightened One is the best.

 This is the only path.

 There is none other for the purification of insight.

 Tread this path and you will throw off delusion.

 Walking upon this path, you will make an end of suffering.

 Having discovered how to pull out the thorn of attachment, I make known the     

 path.

You yourselves must walk the path.  The Buddhas only point the way. 

Those who tread the path are freed from the bonds of delusion."

Namo Amida Butsu

