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ABSTRACT

This documentary research aims 1) to survey Buddhadasa Bhikkhu’s
various works focusing on those involving with the truth of the teachings of different
religions, and 2) to study whether Buddhadasa Bhikkhu’s stance can be classified as
exclusivism, inclusivism, or pluralism. Buddhadasa Bhikkhu’s various works are
primary sources while related journal articles, books, and research are secondary
sources.

Buddhadasa Bhikkhu’s view of other religions in the early periods of his
instruction can be classified as exclusivism. However, when he saw that it was not
beneficial for religious propagation due to the fact that conflicts could arise if one
religion viewed themselves as better than others, his stance changed. He turned to an
inclusivist view that other religions also have their good points but the best religion is
Buddhism. After his three vows, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu tried to find out the
commonality between religions. He found that all religions were the same in that they
helped their believers to change from being self-centered to being truth-centered. This
truth may be differently named depending on different religious languages. To explain
how every religion can teach the same truth despite their apparently different
teachings, Buddhadasa Bhikkhu developed a theory of human and dharmic languages.
It can be concluded that Buddhadasa Bhikkhu thereby endorsed pluralism.

KEY WORDS: BUDDHADASA / INCLUSIVISM / PLURALISM
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

1. Background

Buddhadasa was a monk with a large number of religious publications that
have attracted both Thais and foreigners. Therefore, he was considered to be one of the
most important religious scholars. His continuous learning did not only cover
Therevada Buddhism but also Mahayana Buddhism and other religions such as

Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and Sikhism.

Based on his extensive and profound knowledge, he could devise a variety
of instructional methods and ways of practice for people with different backgrounds.
Moreover, his teaching was for everyone regardless of their religions. He believed the
ultimate aim of all religions was to help people free themselves from suffering and

attain to the highest good. He left behind a lot of invaluable teachings.

His openness towards other religions attracted religious scholars who
tended to reach a conclusion that he had a pluralist stance. According to John Hick

(1985: 153), pluralism is one of the three stances on the truth of religious teachings.
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1.

stance.

Exclusivism: According to this stance, there is only one religion with true

teachings. Only members of this religion can therefore attain to deliverance.

Inclusivism: According to this stance, only one religion teaches the whole

truths while others teaches partial truths.

Pluralism: According to this stance, every religion - especially those major

religions such as Buddhism, Christianity and Islam - is equally true.

However, it can be asked whether Buddhadasa really had the pluralist

Some passages in his works shows that this is the case.

“To sum up, Dharma means everything including causes and consequences,
phenomena, the doctrine of enlightenment, beings with and without form.
Dharma has extensive meanings. One of them equates Dharma with God or
Yaweh or Allah or Bhraman, Ishvara, Narayana in Hiduism. The latter divides
God into three simply to classify duties. As a whole, every religion’s God has

the same duties as Dharma. ” (Buddhadasa, 1977 : 283)

However, some other passages seem to show other stances such as

inclusivism due to their insistence that Buddhism is the most accurate and other

religions are understood within the Buddhist framework.

“Buddhism is the best of all religions...Other religions’ teachings end with the
idea of eternal Self. They cannot escape from this. Their ultimate aim is with
the Self, the eternal Atman, ecternal God, eternal Bhraman, whatever.
Buddhism goes beyond that to void, free from self, even though eternal.

(Buddhadasa, 2002: 402)

Today, the idea of pluralism becomes important due to the awareness of

religious diversity. Moreover, Buddhadasa’s great contributions have influences upon
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educated people. His publications have been popular until these days. Therefore, this

research aims to study and ascertain Buddhadasa’s stance toward religious pluralism.

2. Objectives

1. To survey Buddhadasa’s works on the truth of different religions
2. To study whether Buddhadasa’s stance should be classified as exclusivist,

inclusivist or pluralist

3. Scope and Method

This documentary research focuses on Buddhadasa’s works related to the truth
of different religions. Findings are descriptively presented and, on the basis of these, it
is discussed against the background of other research whether Buddhadasa’s stance
should be classified as exclusivist, inclusivist or pluralist. Both primary and secondary

resources are studied.

4. Expected Benefits

1. Understanding of Buddhadasa’s thoughts related to the truth of different
religions

2. Understanding of Buddhadasa’s stance regarding exclusivism, inclusivism, and
pluralism

3. Providing a basis for further studies
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5. Results

It is found that most of Buddhadasa’s publications reflect the pluralist stance.
Of his 20 publications, 2 of them present the exclusivist stance while 6 of them reflect
the inclusivist stance and 12 of them show the pluralist stance. The survey findings are

shown in the tables below.

Number of Publications

Instance
Exclusivism Inclusivism Pluralism
Number of 2 6 12

Publications

The following table shows distribution of works with different stances
according to publication years. It can be seen that Buddhadasa’s work with pluralist
stance first appeared in 2503 B.E. And we can see the stance in many other
publications that followed. However, he didn’t totally abandon his inclusivist stance.
Note that, as for the publication with exclusivist stance in the year 2529 B.E., though
present, passages that reflects such stance are rare and short so that it cannot

considered to be a clear reflection of his belief.

Years of Publications

Stance
Exclusivism Inclusivism Pluralism

2493 - -

- 2499 -
Year of - - 2503
Publication - 2504
- 2509 2509

- 2512 -
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Stance

Exclusivism Inclusivism Pluralism

2514 2514

- 2515

- 2516

- 2519

- 2521

- 2522

2529 2531

2541 -

The following tables show titles of Buddhadasa’s publications classified

according to stances.

Publications with Exclusivist Stance

Year Publication
2493 Questions about God, Karma-Anatta
2529 Collection of Sermons: Buddhadharma Series

Publications with Inclusivist Stance

Year Publication
2499 Manual for Humanity
2509 Anniversary Meeting
2512 Sunnata Review
2514 Doctrines that Westerners Misunderstand
2531 Mannual for Study and Practice
2541 Buddhadasa's Writings

Publications with Pluralist Stance

Year

Publication

2503

Visakha Sermons

aeta. (Favndsouien) / 77
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Year Publication
2504 Sermon at Buddhist Group Room, Chulalongkorn University
2509 Things We Pay too Little Attention
2509 Human Language, Dharmic Language
2514 Santassetappa Dharma
2514 Teach Buddhism through Bible
2515 Ittappajayata
2516 Paramatha Sabhava Dharma
2519 Sermons, University Level
2521 What is What
2522 Technique to Have a Dharmic State
2522 Christian Teachings as far as Buddhists should Know

It is believed that, after exposure to other religions, Buddhadasa’s stance
gradually shifted from exclusivism to inclusivism and pluralism. However, during a
certain period, both inclusivist and pluralist stances appeared at the same time. In
some publications, Buddhadasa stated that some of other religions’ teachings are right
and good, but Buddhist teachings are the best and wholly right. However, in some
others, he insisted that every religion can equally help people attain to the highest
good. Each religion provides teachings for people to get rid of their selfishness and

ultimately to get rid of suffering.

According to Buddhadasa, each religion’s teachings are different because
of languages. For instance, some religions worship one god while others worship more
than one. And some others do not believe in god but the law of nature. These are only
different names and images of the same ultimate reality, which can deliver humans

from suffering.

A factor that led Buddhadasa to promote co-existence among religions was
his wish for all religions to cooperate and contribute to improvement of morality and

reduction of suffering. This is reflected in his three vows as follows.
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(1) Promote understanding among religions.
(2) Encourage everyone to understand the essence of their religions.

(3) Draw people away from consumerism.

Moreover, he believed that, in such a world with geographical and cultural
differences, it is impossible to have only one religion. To create oneness, it should be
believed that every religion draws people away from selfishness and can help people

solve their life problems.

He saw that an insistence on the distinction between atheism and theism simply
leads to conflicts and thus suggested every religion realize that all people are fellow
human beings. Even though each religion has their own ways, they can help extinguish

human sufferings. This and only this characterizes the true religions.

Buddhadasa believed that all human beings want something to rely on to make
themselves feel secured. Consequently, a belief in something ultimate is inevitable.
Buddhadasa pointed out that details are not important about existence, nature, or
characteristics of the ultimate. The point is that worships should lead to the end of
suffering, and world peace. He believed that Dharma that the Buddha discovered has

the same sort of power as God or Gods.

To adjudicate between his belief in commonality of all religions and their
diverse teachings, he developed a doctrine of human language and dharmic language.
Religious language comprises these two sorts of language, which can lead to
confusion if we do not make a clear distinction between them. Human language is
something we use in our daily life and we usually take it to be literal. Dharmic
language is the medium through which religious founders communicated their
discovery. It is abstract and hard to understand. To understand this language, believers

need to learn and practice until they understand the essence of their religions.



NIEWHIBALIN INNUY unagluuuauysainmIs g/ 80

6. Recommendations

Generally, Buddhadasa is considered to be very influential in Thailand.
However, his pluralist stance does not seem to be as well-known as his other
teachings. Therefore, it is recommended that further research be conducted on the

extent of Buddhadasa’s influence on monks’ thoughts about pluralism in Thailand.

Moreover, in the present situation, Thailand is facing challenges from
cultural diversity, part of which is religious plurality. It is recommended that
Buddhadasa’s ideas about religious pluralism be applied in an effort to solve problems

resulting from such diversity.
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