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Editor’s Note


We have taken the liberty of editing the translated text of the Japanese edition in consideration of what topics would be most interesting and informative to a non-Japanese audience. 










Introduction: The Road to Dharamsala


I was thirty-one when I first heard the Dalai Lama lecture at an international conference in Bangalore, India. It was the fall of 1989, and I never imagined that in my lifetime I would be having a private interview with that great personality up on the stage. I had imagined him to be a solemn person, so I was amazed that the Dalai Lama who took the stage was so cheerful, open, and frank. The very next month he was awarded the Nobel Peace Prize. I felt that he was leading the world toward a better place. 


For my generation and those that have followed, the Dalai Lama is a great spiritual celebrity. Always smiling, he expounds love, compassion, peace, and the spiritual awakening of every person. After he received the Nobel Prize, the Dalai Lama became a role model for the whole world. He is now summoned all over the world as a nonviolent leader and messenger of peace, and he has often engaged in dialogue with the world’s political and religious leaders, with famous artists and scientists. 


Few people, however, are aware of how turbulent the Dalai Lama’s own life has been. In the spring of 1959, Chinese communist forces invaded Tibet and many Tibetans lost their lives. The capital, Lhasa, was occupied by China, and the twenty-three-year-old Dalai Lama was forced into political exile in India. When those events occurred, I was still an infant. For about as long as I have been alive, the Dalai Lama has lived in exile in India. For half a century, he has not been able to return to Tibet, and as the leader of its government in exile, he has called upon the Chinese government and the world to restore Tibetan autonomy. 


From the time of the invasion of Chinese communist troops until now, it is said that over a million Tibetans have lost their lives. During the Cultural Revolution many Buddhist monasteries were destroyed, and because of the government’s policy of massive immigration, Tibetans have become a minority in their own land. There is still no freedom of speech in Tibet today, and human rights violations such as detentions and torture are frequently reported. In September 2006, shocking images circulated on the Internet of Chinese troops who fired on and killed a defenseless Tibetan who had crossed the border from China into Nepal, an incident that drew international criticism. 


The Dalai Lama, who has captured the hearts of so many people all over the world, who is a messenger of love, compassion, and peace, is the leader of the exiled government of a country where over a million of its people have been killed by another country’s invasion, where the atrocities continue today. even still, he is a leader who preaches love and compassion. 


Since first seeing him in India seventeen years ago, I had not had the chance to see him in person again for a long time. Then in 2004, at an international conference in New Delhi, and again in 2005, when I had taken a position teaching at Stanford University, I was blessed with the chance to hear him lecture, and I was amazed. The Dalai Lama in person had a presence that couldn’t be felt through all the books in the world. His gentle, disarming smile burned with a powerful energy. The Dalai Lama refused to allow his talks to be taken as insipid sermons about gratitude. He came 


across as a religious figure who was conscious 


that he was calling upon the world to act. 


A month before this interview, at a Tokyo hotel where I was presenting a talk, I had the opportunity to ask the Dalai Lama for a meet-ing. “I believe that Buddhism has a big role to play in the world today,” I said. “And I am impatient because Buddhists don’t seem to realize that.” 


“That’s right. Monks don’t know about anything but Buddhism. In fact, they don’t even know about that. They don’t know about what they are doing, and many monks in Tibet also do nothing but perform rituals,” the Dalai Lama said, laughing. 


After we had talked for a little while, I hesitantly broached the subject that was on my mind. “Would it be possible for me to interview you? Please let me visit you in Dharamsala.” 


“Of course,” he replied at once. “You’re welcome to come to Dharamsala any time.” 


I had not stopped thinking about the Dalai Lama for a single moment since. 


I want to eliminate war from this world. I want to stop the bullying of defenseless people. I want peace and happiness for all human beings. Since I was a small child, I have been captivated by this idea, even to the point of obsession, and I thought this time, meeting face to face with the Dalai Lama, I might find some kind of answer. I had no idea what an immense treat awaited. 


—Noriyuki Ueda










One


What Can Buddhism Offer?


Ueda Noriyuki: Your Holiness, I am very happy to have the opportunity to speak with you. For me it is a dream come true. 


 


Dalai Lama: I have also been looking forward to your visit. 


 


Ueda: First I would like to briefly introduce myself and explain why I am here. I currently teach cultural anthropology and social reform theory at the Tokyo Institute of Technology, a leading scientific university in Japan. The goal of my main research interest, value systems, is to cultivate a new type of leader who combines expertise in the humanities and sciences and can cope with twenty-first century issues. The education of such leaders not only involves transmitting knowledge, but also strongly emphasizes debate. 


In the hope of revitalizing Japanese society, I am also promoting what could be called a revival movement in Japanese Buddhism. Four years ago I founded the Buddhist Renaissance School as a place for dialogue and learning, and I serve as head of the school. I also chair meetings for “Monk, Be Ambitious!”, a forum I created for dialogue, debate, and discussion of the future direction of Japanese Buddhism among young monks from all of its sects. 


I feel that in my current activities, my childhood ideals are coming to fruition. For as long as I can remember, since I was about ten, I have been preoccupied with questions about why prejudice exists in the world, why so many people are starving, why people have to kill each other in wars. When I was young and thought about all the prejudice and violence in the world, I felt powerless. As one person among billions, I felt that I couldn’t do anything. Now it seems strange to me that I felt so powerless at such an early age. I was an odd child who was preoccupied with social and political questions, yet at the same time I thought I lacked the means to do anything about them. 


After I entered university, I got involved in a movement to help political prisoners, and I became a human rights and peace activist. But I had an experience at that time that was both shocking and depressing. The people who were working together as peace activists didn’t get along at all. They attacked each other over their different definitions of peace. These people all wanted mostly the same things—to create peace in the world, to help those who could not defend themselves—yet they argued over minor differences in their definitions of peace, and they really hurt each other. I felt that this situation was hopeless, that it could never bring peace to the world. 


 


Dalai Lama: What was your group’s definition of peace? 


 


Ueda: At that time I belonged to a left-wing group, so we didn’t think of peace merely as the absence of war. We defined peace as complete equality for all people. We sought to eradicate all injustice and prejudice. Later I came to see this definition of peace not as a passive peace, in which the explicit violence of war would no longer exist, but as an active peace in which the structural violence of prejudice and poverty would no longer exist. 


 


Dalai Lama: I see. 


 


Ueda: But even though we all shared a definition of peace as the salvation of defenseless people in society, whenever my colleagues found even small differences among their definitions, they argued and turned against each other. 


I began to feel that there was something strange about these conflicts. I became aware that along with the external peace of social and political equality, there is also such a thing as inner peace. even if I argue for peace, even if I act to bring about peace, if I myself am not peaceful, then nothing will come of it. If my heart is not peaceful, I will keep making enemies, and I will always be in conflict with others. The central question of my life became this: how to bring together outer and inner peace. 


Now it seems strange to me, but at that time when I thought about inner peace and outer peace I never thought about Buddhism. Even though I did two years of fieldwork in the Buddhist country of Sri Lanka, I felt that Japanese Buddhism was not only completely useless, but a sham. 


 


Dalai Lama: Exploitation. 


 


Ueda: Yes. Buddhist monks preach compassion, but they don’t really practice it. They talk about compassion and kindness, but they don’t even notice those who are actually suffering or persecuted, and even if they do, they do nothing to help them. They preach Buddhist doctrine, but . . . 


 


Dalai Lama: It doesn’t translate into action. 


 


Ueda: Exactly. And they just repeat the same old rituals and get paid for it. They treat being a monk as a profession like any other, so you can’t really call them religious people. That’s how I saw them when I was in my twenties. 


This was not only my opinion. Today in Japan many people see Buddhism in the same way. I feel that the Buddhist way of thinking is right; its temples and monks are the problem. The expression “funeral Buddhism” is usually used to criticize Japanese Buddhism, suggesting that all monks do is perform funerals and ancestral memorial rites. Most of those rituals are neither valuable nor truly religious, and some monks demand ridiculous amounts of money for performing them. The temples collect money from farmers, and the monks take it easy and get rich. 


I have to admit that this view is somewhat biased. While many temples are wealthy, many others are poor, and many head monks have to take a second job to make ends meet. There are many wonderful, pure-hearted monks. But the many useless ones deserve to be criticized. 


I believe in the potential of Buddhism because in the past ten years I have encountered many amazing monks and temple communities. These monks address the suffering that exists today. Monks who are struggling to reduce the suicide rate in Japan, where thirty thousand people commit suicide each year. Monks who are involved with hospice care for those suffering from incurable illnesses. Monks who are reaching out to older people and helping them plan their remaining years and how they would like to die. There are also monks who have opened their temples to young people who have lost hope, monks who take in delinquent youths and create a community for them. Their work extends beyond Japan—there are monks helping children who suffer from leukemia as a result of the Chernobyl nuclear disaster (which is important in Japan, because of the atomic bomb), helping neglected Thai AIDS patients, and dedicating themselves to the education of refugee children. Then there are those monks who might not be engaged in such visible activities, but who participate in conversations and events all over the world, and whose sincerity and character affect many people. These monks don’t just preach compassion but also express it through their actions, and together they form the lively center of a global community. Their temples bring people together and offer support for each individual. 


Yet Buddhist communities do not always value these deeply compassionate monks. They are seen as “merely” engaging in social activism, and their communities often feel that they should be involved in more “religious” activities. When you meet these compassionate monks, it is clear that they are not neglecting their religiosity at all. On the contrary, because they are religiously gifted, they cannot neglect those who are suffering. They are involved in these innovative activities because they believe in the possibilities for Buddhism. 


In my interviews with Your Holiness, I would like to talk about how Buddhist teachings can relate to actual problems. I think there is a missing link between Buddhist doctrine and real social transformation, and I want to bridge that gap. 


I would also like to discuss whether it is possible to construct an altruistic society, in which people take care of and help each other. 


 


Dalai Lama: I think your introduction was very interesting. This leftist or socialistic view is similar to my own way of thinking. The problem you describe is not easy to solve. It is not limited to Japan but is happening all over the world. 


From a socialist perspective, we have to consider what kind of practical action we must take to solve this problem. Today there are two types of socialist system. The first type values freedom and democracy, as in the social democracies of Sweden and other european countries. The second type of socialist system is that of countries like the former Soviet Union and China. China actually is not a socialist system any longer. [Laughs.] Maybe North Korea. No, it couldn’t be called socialist anymore either. [Laughs.] 


 


Ueda: No one would call that socialism now. 


 


Dalai Lama: There is no hope for that type of socialist system. I think the socialist democracies of europe are on the right track. They are not purely capitalistic, but individuals have the opportunity to make money, to make a profit. At the same time they take great care with social security and social welfare. 
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