Becoming a Dialogian:
How to do Buddhist-Christian Dialogue without really Trying

Roger Corless

Duke University

This paper was originally delivered at the Colloquium on Buddhist Thought and Culture at the University

of Montevallo, Alabama (April 29-30 1988).

from the archives of

THE CORLESS

www.thecorless.com

©2008



www.thecorless.com

Becoming a Dialogian:
How to do Buddhist-Christian Dialogue without really Trying

Roger Corless

Duke University

THE PROBLEM OF PLURALITY:

We all learn in high school that the word ‘absoluteans something or someone existing by and setfiand

without any rivals. It is a clear, crystalline wosith a feeling of electric blue about it, hummiwgh a thin,
mechanical whine that says ‘I Am What | Am’. Thaposite of ‘absolute’, we further learn, is ‘releti. That is a
messier word. It is like a stew pot full of thisdetihat. Philosophically, no sense can be madeaofdt we are
informed, professors will have nothing to do withTihey leave it alone and turn to the thin bluengtof the
Absolute.

Armed with these words, we may attempt to undedstatigion, starting with the one we know best.dsw
brought up a Protestant, and we went, now and aga®hurch. Next door to us there lived a lady wias Roman
Catholic, and she went, nearly every Sunday, toeslbimg mysterious which she called Mass. On thedSymwhen
she could not go (for she was not in the best afthga priest would come on Mondays to visit hed do we knew
not what.

When | asked about the difference between us andaighbour, | was told that there were Protestants
who were like us, and therefore right, and Catlspheho were Irish, and therefore wrong. And, siogeentire
street was Protestant except for that one Catladlig, this explanation seemed fair enough. Somelpgost didn’t
understand things and, not being quite normal, thiéy't even realise that they didn’t understaiidk the
gentleman further down the street who was in henties but had not been required to go away aind ifigthe war
because he was retarded. He kept pigeons insteadaliked to us children about them. Pigeons wiaseaknew.
He didn’t understand about the war, any more tharlid.

When | went to Public School (what in America woblelcalled a Prep School) everybody was supposed
to be Protestant, and we were required to atterzgpp€lreach morning before classes. Those who didttestd, for
whatever reason, were beaten. Except, there wasamméncing reason for not attending Chapel: thregt was not,
or rather (since we children did not understandettings) one’s family was not, Protestant. Ondccthen obtain
what was called a Permanent Leave-Off from Chape] ehile the rest of us sang hymns, work out endgiim.
Supervision was no problem, since the gym mastetyifously, was Catholic, and did not attend Chajiteer.

Out of the whole school, only two boys had Permahenve-Offs Chapel. One came from a Catholic
family, the other from a Communist one, where thkcibus rebellion of Publically Declared Atheisrew like a
clean wind (we imagined) round his house.

Once again, it was clear to me what was going twerd was one true religion, and a few people wkb ju

didn’t understand. They were rebels, Irish or ritar
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But then, behold! | discovered that most subversivail legal institutions: the Library. Our lod#brary
was not a big one, bit it had a section on religammd in it were books not only on Protestantisri¢iv | did not
want to read, since | heard about it every morning)also on other forms of Christianity, and ewarother
religions altogether. And, it appeared, most ofwleeld was_noChurch of England. There were genuine options.

| was fascinated and, at the age of about sixtdeegan to read avidly anything | could find on wie
then called Comparative Religion. Not having a Istofe in our village, | saved up my pocket money arote off
to Penguin for copies of everything they then hadwy living religion other than Christianity (aother than
Judaism, which | assumed, having heard Christiam@es and never having met a Jew, was a deadarligion
which Christianity was based). For each religiopytchased a survey and a major text. The postmamgbt the
world to my front door in a magical package of baaknd | went through the books into the world.

In the privacy of my own heart, | converted to @fier another of these awesome systems. | lethfor
desert around Baghdad and became a Sufi. Lord i@ishng and danced with his thousand mouths and ten
thousand limbs on the battlefield of Kurukshetest for me alone. The narrowness of my regimentbdadays
fall away into the openness of the Buddha Mind et the Dhammapada under a large, patientrtrae old
garden in Surrey. | read the Analects of Confusiugight through like a novel (certainly the vergrat way to read
Confucius) and smiled in satisfied incomprehension.

And so came the fateful evening when | emerged fronbedroom to inform my parents that | had
become a Buddhist. | had been reading all aboLiekplained, and it was clear that | was alrea@®uédhist. It was
as if | were remembering something from a past fifbat’s nice dear’ commented my mother, ‘have gone your
homework yet?’

Buddhism could not be studied in English univeesitat that time, so | found myself at King’s Coéleg
London, ‘reading’ (as we say) Theology. As a redutegan studying the Bible in Hebrew and Greekl, faund
that it was not only not silly, it was so profoutiéit no-one really understood it. My Public Scheébhpel sermons
had managed to avoid this issue by talking, instefithe danger of yielding to Bad Thoughts, thimggch,
although we were not supposed to have, we wemippposed to recognise and manfully fend off. | heder been
told how Isaiah, in Hebrew, threw words at you lilery darts that stuck in your flesh, or how Jespske
differently depending on whether you read him ia iarely literate Gospel of Mark or the elegantbfted Gospel
of John. And then there was the Mass. Althoughgtely Buddhist | was officially Anglican, but | thght that
meant | was Protestant. Now | was introduced toetbimg called High Churchmanship, and went to ses/that,
at first, seemed to me like idolatry: because, lzaglan to realise, God was here incarnate in Bagatiso was
worshipped materially.

| was now in a quandary. Buddhism made sense tdvieditation worked, and the Four Noble Truths
seemed indeed to be true. But, now, Christianigp atade sense. In the Bible and the Mass some Rpester,
more serene, and more loving than any other powadlknown, was trying to contact me. Apparentlyas God,
the same God, | presumed, that Buddhism denied.

| did not know what to do, other than to be loyainehow or another to what | had discovered, even

though what | had discovered was self-contradictBoy about twenty-five years | regarded mysetfcsiit was
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somehow simpler, as a Christian (becoming, aloagitaty, Roman Catholic) with a strong interest id&uism,
which | cultivated by formal study at the Univeysitf Wisconsin. Finally, the Buddhism erupted aredhndnded to
be taken just as seriously as my Christianity. iBuirder to do this, | had to examine what the \goebsolute’ and

‘relative’, that | had learnt as a child, really amé.

A PLURALITY OF ABSOLUTES?
The problem that | had was that | found myselfdefig in the absolute truth of two absolute systédmswere

absolutely in opposition. If Buddhism, as | belidyeas true, then God could not exist. If Christigras | also
believed, was true, then God could not exist. What | realised (and it took me many ydansalise this) was that
my problem was not ‘Which system is absolute st ttiother, therefore, is relative?’ but ‘Why ddlesorytell

me that one has to be absolute and the othervelathereas experientells me that both are absolute?’

In coming to this formulation of the question | wasped by science. For about five years | had igahbib
science, having begun my undergraduate careeténinary medicine, before discovering that | did really want
to know all that there was to know about a sheeg,that | was much more interested in religioneSce had
taught me that all theory is an approximation toa onodel of, reality as it is experienced. Thet biesories are the
closest approximations, but no theory is realibd ao theory may dictate reality. Theories are tliionaries. A
dictionary does not, as we might suppose, givartaning of a word, it describes how the word islusad from
the examples which a good, large dictionary givesgdecide for ourselves what the word ‘means’.

So, it began to seem to me, my teachers who hadighsd me on the meaning of the word ‘absolute’ewe
wrong. They were wrong because they had been iiageahat Aristotle (or someone like him) had saidd he
was wrong because he had allowed theory to dictatéy. It must be the case, he had told himssifdefinition
that there can only be one Absolute.

| then approached my two Absolutes, Buddhism ands@énity, and enquired of them whether they had
anything to say on the question of experiencing Alsgolutes at one time, and lo! both of them repliethe
affirmative.

Christianity told me that God is Being and manreis $t Thomas Aquinas put it) non-being, and man,
therefore, can never become God. They are whatdtegnd cannot be mixed, blended, or joined. iYetent on to
say, in Christ, God had become man such that &k @od and all man. Then, Maytna Buddhism told me that
sam@ara is suffering and niana is no-suffering. One must be in one or the otiere are no gaps in sarswhich
are ‘pieces’ of nirgna, and when one attains rina, samara is ended for ever. Yet truly, it informed memnsara
is itself ninana.

It was the Council of Nicaea, held in 325 C.E.,athtame up with an intellectually respectable (tfrou
mysterious) formula for how Christ could be whaBypd and wholly man. The divinity and the humaniygle it
taught, entirely enclosed the other, in what itezhpericlgrésis or ‘mutual wrapping around’. This became, in
Latin, circumincessioand, in English, co-inherence. Any other teachiogexample, that Christ was entirely God,
that his divinity had somehow absorbed his humanpityhat his divinity and his humanity were som&ho

cohabiting, was declared a heresy. It Christ wegeetg God, the bridge between God and man wouldhao¢ been
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made. And God and man could not be merely joingdwhat third thing could bridge them? Therefohe, divinity
and the humanity must each totally enclose therp#ioethat, as Buddhists would say, they are nai-du

For Buddhism, it was #¢arjuna, who lived around the first century C.E., vadadved certain puzzles about
the Dharma by using the wordistyat, ‘Emptiness’ or, as | like to translate it, Traasgncy. If sam®a were
different from nin&na, he noted, we could never hope to escapeasansince there would be no bridge. But if
there were to be a bridge, then sarmsand nirdna are the same, and we are, again, stuck inasaniherefore,
samdara must be wholly nirana and nir@na wholly samara, or, as he says, ‘the border of samass the border of

nirvana; not even the slightest something comes bettvesn’. They are, as Christians would say, co-intiere

CO-INHERENT CONSCIOUSNESS:

So, from this, | had the way to a solution. If batly Absolutes could speak of co-inherence or naaditjuat the

heart of their systems, perhaps there was a waycihad co-inhere each other. This they could aldyn a person,
in an actual mind, and it seemed that my next wsi&pto offer my mind to be used in this way. lid dot do that, |
should retreat to abstractions, and allow theoidtate reality.

| had already been received into the Roman Catl@iierch. To this | now added, or rather in this |
allowed to co-inhere, Taking Refuge in the TibaWahayana lineage of Gelugpa.

I now function as follows. When praying or meditagj | function either as a Buddhist or as a Claisti
Occasionally, | engage in a very strange and pugaztieditation on Buddhist-Christian co-inherencéiew going
about my business, | try to exercise compassioardot to the principles of Buddhist kadiand Christian ag&p
When | study a problem | study either as a Chmstinas a Buddhist. Then, if | wish, | can stepkdiaom these
thoughts and examine the Buddhist and Christiaa dafve obtained. | have been in dialogue withatiysr, as
someone once quipped, | have become a Dialogiahl, laave done Buddhist-Christian dialogue spontasko

without really trying.
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A Visualisation Yanbea for Buddhist -
Chrisian.  Co-Inhavince

BUDDHISBM: This 1s the Dharmachakra or ‘Wheel of Dharma' which contains

egight spokes for the eight limbs of the Eighifold Hely Path.
The first teaching of the Buddhe is called 'Thes Sutra which turns the
Wheel of Dharma'.

CHRISTIANITY: This is Christ, symbolised by the first letter chi X
of Christos in Greek, on the Cross -f' and surrounded

by the circle of the eternity of the Godhead. It was used by the esrly
Christians. -

CO-INHERENCE: A Buddhist symbol is inside (relstive to)} a Christian
symbol (2s Absolute) and vice versa, simultaneously.



