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This past week my wife and I had the delightful experience of attending the Kenchoji Temple in Kamakura where we participated in their “Zazen in English Experience” followed by a traditional Japanese tea ceremony.  I suspect a number of the readers of this column might be surprised to learn that a Christian chaplain would do such a thing.  Christian readers might conclude I had sold out; non-Christian readers might question how I could possibly be so open minded.  So why would a Christian chaplain attend a Buddhist temple?

I certainly did not attend to worship.  The object of my adoration and faith, the recipient of my prayers is the Triune God whom I believe came into this world in Jesus Christ.  I went, not to worship, but to learn.  I discovered that there is much I, as a Christian chaplain, can learn from Buddhism.  I recall when I was in Seminary one of my professors suggested that we don’t just read books that we agree with, but that we intentionally read material with which we disagree.  It is amazing what you can learn from someone with whom you have basic disagreements.  And so the question that forms the title of this article:  “What can a Christian learn from a Buddhist?”

One thing a Christian can learn from a Buddhist is Japanese culture.  What a wonderful opportunity and privilege we have to be stationed for several months or several years in this interesting country, with its rich cultural heritage.  How can we get the most out of this experience?  How can we begin to understand this society and culture that seems so strange to our Western minds?  Most of us have sampled Japanese food, perhaps the most superficial way to experience a culture.  Some of us are trying to learn the language, but that takes years and most of us will not be here that long.  Trying to understand a society’s religion helps develop a deep understanding and appreciation for a culture.  For example, Buddhism in general and Zen in particular have had a significant impact on Japanese art and what is considered beautiful.


Christians can also learn an appreciation for the created or natural world.  The monks work hard keeping up the grounds of the temples, and as a result they are places of real beauty and tranquility.  While I certainly disagree with Buddhist teaching on the presence of spirits in the created world, I applaud them for the respect and care they have for the environment.  The Bible tells us, “The heavens declare the glory of God; the skies proclaim the work of his hands”  (Psalm 19:1), and “The earth is the Lord’s, and everything in it, the world, and all who live in it.”  (Psalm 24:1), and that we are to “subdue the earth and rule over it” (Genesis 1:28).  Christians have all too often taken this as license to violate and abuse the earth for our own short-term gain.   Just compare the beauty of the grounds of a Buddhist temple with the grounds of a typical Christian church that has been paved over to accommodate our automobiles.  

Finally, as a member of the military, my visit to the Buddhist temple reminded me that the warrior must take the time and energy to care for his or her own soul.  Kamakura has been called “the Ancient City of the Samurai”.  The Shogun rulers during the Kamakura era were drawn from the samurai—the warriors.  They understood that the violence of a warrior’s life can cause damage to the soul, and that without careful attention to spiritual matters the noble warrior can turn into the brutal barbarian.  The temples of Kamakura brought needed balance into the samurai’s life.


My visit to the Buddhist temple was a wonderful learning experience.  I encourage all of us to take advantage of the many learning opportunities we have here in Japan.  I just hope I have enough time to learn it all before I have to PCS back to the states! 
