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           Does True Buddhism Exist in Thailand?

          Granted, most of the Thai population will say, if asked, that they’re Buddhist.  As for physical proof of Buddhism, there are thousands of beautifully ornate temples throughout the land.  How much do those things relate to the basic teachings of the man known historically as the Buddha?

        Before he was known as the Buddha, he was a young man named Gotuma, a prince who had left his wife and wealth to hang with some young ascetics in northern India.  Their goal was to gain spiritual enlightment and their primary means to attain that was by extreme fasting   It yielded some results, but the big breakthrough took place when Gotuma went off by himself and found a nice big Bodhi tree to meditate under.  Rice with milk cream was offered from a gopi (milk-maid) – the first real nourishment he’d had in a long while.  That night he attained total spiritual enlightenment.  Later he walked to a park and sat together with his ascetic buddies.  It was evident to them that Gotuma had attained enlightment.  They listened with rapt attention as he told them, in plain language, about the eight-fold path and so forth.  At no time did he say, “I want to start a religion.”  The essence of his message was; every person is capable of spiritual enlightment, and I’ll tell you how I attained it.

        It relates to the classic conversation between Krisna and Arjuna as they were about to enter a battle against the forces of evil: Krisna, who embodies spiritual enlightenment, said; “for every one thousand people, only one will seek me.  For every one thousand people who seek me, only one will find me.”  According to that formula, one out of every one million people will attain the type of spiritual enlightenment that Krisna personifies.  The Bhagavad Gita, from which that excerpt was taken, was a well-known story in Buddha’s time. 

        The Buddha never adhered to an organized religion and it’s doubtful whether he would have condoned a structured and stratified bureaucracy in his name.  Indeed, Buddhism is not a religion so much as it is a philosophy – both for the layman who wants to live a decent life and, if taken higher, a means to attain enlightenment.
          On the other hand, Christianity and Islam have become religions in the true sense – though it’s doubtful whether either of their founders would have opted for the personality cults that ensued.  Like the Buddha, both Jesus and Mohammed were initially soloists aiming for spiritual enlightment.  It was only later that adherents got busy with the business of institutionalizing things.  As the religions became more orthodox, problems exacerbated.  
        Religion is structured to get people to think alike.  People are a species that need that sort of encumbering structure in order to stay with the flock.  Few people have the wherewithal, even if they’ve seen the path, to strike out on their own.   

        Most Thais are Buddhists in a perfunctory way.  Similar to Christians in Christian countries, they’ve mixed many of their earlier animist beliefs in with  the new philosophy.   Religion for them has become the rite of attending  functions at pre-arranged dates and places.  When not at the church or temple going through the required motions, they go about their lives like people everywhere – along with the good, the bad, the devout and the ugly ways that humans manifest.  
        When Buddhists change to Christianity, or Christians change to Buddhism, an interesting dynamic occurs; they get jazzed about the new direction in their lives.  They tend to tune in to the core spirituality of their new philosophy – certainly more so than adherents who have taken their community’s and their parents’ religion for granted – note for note.      
          Perhaps that is what’s needed for people to get more in tune with their true spiritual nature; change religions every so often.  The only thing better than that would be to do away with religious dogma altogether – but that’s a tall order for a superstitious species which has an innate need to congregate and  be told what to think.
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