 

A LIFE OF HIGH ADVENTURE: 

INTEGRATING THE MONK AND THE PASTOR

Abstract: In my journey towards living my life as an Anglo-Celtic Australian Buddhist monk, I took with me all of who I am. The monk is, according to the logic of ‘Shunyata’ or “Emptiness”, the continuation of the person he or she has always been. So I practise the additional vocation of pastor. While this vocation is not always clearly articulated as part of the meditating monk’s life, in the lived reality of monks and nuns in my lineage here in Australia, it is present and real.

I have sought, in this contribution, to articulate authentically the pastoral role I play as a Tertiary Chaplain in terms of the bodhisattva ideal. I have made specific reference to two pastoral encounters in my context as the Buddhist chaplain at Flinders University in South Australia. These include the manifestation, even to a small degree, of the energy of Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva and Manjushri Bodhisattva. 

This is not intended to be a polemical statement on behalf of Engaged Buddhism but an exploration of how I can be true to myself as a monk. It is a preliminary reflection and welcomes comment from others trying also to find their way as Australians and Buddhist monastics with their spiritual roots in Asian cultures so different from our original cultural and spiritual sources.


At five years of age I announced to my entire family that I wanted to be a minister of religion. My extended family took me seriously and no one was surprised. I grew up in a Methodist family on both sides except for one grandmother who started life as an Anglican. As I grew older I thought about becoming a chicken farmer and a linguist but at age fifteen I returned to my original vocational choice. By age seventeen when my idealism was at its peak and I had read a life of St. Francis of Assisi my vocation transformed into a desire to become a monk. My motives were a mixed bag but I realise now that life challenges our perceptions in an absolute kind of way and so I have grown to depend on the possibility that if I remain openhearted, my motives will be clarified in the fullness of time. 

I tried to test my vocation in an Anglican religious order at age eighteen but that did not work out. By the end of my nineteenth year and my first at teacher’s college I had lost my Christian faith but not my monastic vocation. What to do? About seven years later and after much wandering, tasting and seeing I discovered Buddhism in 1978. Thoughts of becoming a monk returned to me and I explored the possibility again but the time was just not right. 

Another nine years went by, I did some very important things in my life like travel, teach and reconcile myself to some extent to the Christian faith and I attempted the life of a Benedictine monk in Victoria. It turned out to be another false start but I did learn that monk wasn’t all there was to me: I love to be with people. Not all the time but I cannot live locked up in a monastery forever. I need engagement with others outside the monastic system. The sense of pastor was emerging.

It continued to emerge into the 1990s when I became the pastor in a Uniting Church coffee shop and of a small church, did a Master’s Degree in Counselling and spent much of my time in jobs that developed what amounted to be pastoral care skills. In 1994 I left the church for what seemed to be forever and after another year of being a freelance human being, I found my way back to Buddhism and Vietnamese Zen in particular. In 2001 I went to Vietnam with a Vietnamese Australian monk and met my teacher who gave me permission to ordain. In 2004 I was made a novice and twenty months later I was ordained a Bhikkhu. It took forty-seven years from the first recognition of my vocation to my ordination.

All the monks and nuns in my tradition are primarily meditators but in Australia we all live singly or in very small groups and many are involved in teaching meditation. I don’t have a group of lay people to support me nor do I have a private income so I receive Centrelink benefits and work three days a week as the volunteer Buddhist chaplain at Flinders University, which is my ‘temple’. I am also involved in a few other contexts such as teaching Sunday School in a small Buddhist centre. I live in a small but entirely adequate flat rented to me by Flinders University, which is only ten minutes walk from the University and Flinders Medical Centre.

In February 2007 I spent Vietnamese New Year in another Australian city staying in a temple with a monk ordained in my tradition. It was a lovely time and I enjoyed very much the company of my brother monk and the lay people who support the centre. On New Year’s Day a man visited the centre and we engaged in conversation. He had very certain ideas about what Zen was and felt perfectly at ease in sharing his views with me. After a short while two ladies arrived and wanted to meet the Australian monk. They were lovely, genuine people. One of them was a registered nurse in a nursing home. After about an hour of conversation they made me an offering and left. In the mean time the man had returned. “Why did you waste your time talking to those two women?” “Well, that’s my job.” “ You are not a Christian pastor. You are a Buddhist monk.” he continued, taking up quite a bit more of my monastic time.

Then in July 2007 I attended a retreat I had co-organised with others at Glenbarr, a Uniting Church campsite near Strathalbyn in the Adelaide Hills. It is a beautiful place especially in mid winter when everything is lush and green. Three days before the retreat a few of us went to Glenbarr to finalise the arrangements. The lady who is the contact person for the centre arrived to show us around. One of the buildings is the original nineteenth century home of the family who donated the property to the church. It is still furnished in the style of the 1920s and is a very touching journey into the world of my parents’ and grandparents’ generation. As we were standing in the hallway, I noticed a wooden shepherd’s crook and remarked on its beauty. The lady took it off of its hook and handed it to me. It felt so powerful to hold. I asked her why she had put it in my hand. ”It looks like it belongs with you in your robes.”

These two incidents awakened within me the sense that although my primary task as a Buddhist monk is my meditation practice, to be really true to myself I had also to be a pastor. Interestingly I had been accepted into a course in Clinical Pastoral Education (CPE) at the Repatriation General Hospital, which started just after this second incident. CPE is a process of reflective adult learning based in the pastoral setting in which the individual works. One of my goals for the CPE course was to explore and claim my authentic identity as pastor through my pastoral relationships with people at Flinders University. The rest of this paper is an exploration of that.

The term ‘pastor” is Latin and means shepherd. The implication is one who protects, gathers in and cares for. Its origins in the Christian gospels have the implication of seeking out and bringing ‘home’ the lost sheep of Israel, the disaffected and the rejected. One aspect of authenticity for me in my CPE reflections was to recognise that the word and idea of pastor or shepherd is not present in Buddhism. To take the question of authenticity to another level I considered a Buddhist equivalent to the pastoral archetype and that was the “Bodhisattva”, a being who is about to become a Buddha but remains ‘behind’, so to speak, in order to help all sentient beings as they strain forward towards awakening and Buddhahood. Often the Bodhisattva will be prepared to lay their lives down for the sake of others and there are a number of stories from the Jataka tales such as the story of the man, Siddharta Gautama in a previous life, who, on seeing a starving tigress and her cubs, surrendered himself to the tigress so that she and her family would have something to eat. For me Jesus is also a Bodhisattva.

There are many thousands of bodhisattvas in an archetypal sense and these are called ‘celestial bodhisattvas’ There are two of them to whom I will refer in my development of my first goal in the CPE programme. They are Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva (Quan Te Am Bo Tat in Vietnamese) and Manjusri Boddhisattva. Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva is made manifest when we learn to listen deeply and without judgement in order to alleviate the suffering of the world. Manjusri Bodhisattva is made manifest when we look deeply into the heart of another’s suffering without judgement but with the intent to understand and manifest wisdom.  These two accounts of pastoral encounters illustrate the potential of these bodhisattvas active in my pastoral relationships, even to a small degree. 

AVALOKITESHVARA BODHISATTVA:

I was sitting with another chaplain and a student in the Oasis relaxation circle on the Plaza during Mental Health week at Flinders University. A young man of Asian origin walked by. We invited him to join us and he did. He introduced himself as Mickey. At first Mickey was quite jolly. He spoke perfect Australian English and was a Buddhist. He asked me how I found out about Buddhism, so I told him. My first encounter with Buddhism happened seventeen years before he was born. We discussed the various types of Buddhism. Whilst he didn’t practise Zen, he said he was attracted to it.

What unfolded very quickly in our conversation was a story quite typical of many young Asian Buddhist Australians. Essentially it is the story of conflict between the young person and their families and between the temple and the young person. This is due largely to living between two worlds. The first is the world of their family and their faith while the second is the world into which they have either been born or have been thrust due to immigration and that is the largely secular, individualistic Australian culture. 

 Mickey told me how the monks and his youth group had disagreed. The youth group had been thrown out of the temple by an angry monk. “I thought monks weren’t supposed to get angry, at least that’s what they say. But he did. I don’t like the way those monks behave. They don’t behave according to Buddhism.” We talked for a while about how monks are people too.  This was impacting on his life within his family, especially having been suspended from school after fighting. It was clearly a very emotional issue for Mickey as his eyes filled with tears. 

I asked him what he loved about being a member of his ethnic group. He struggled hard to find much but he did love being part of his community. I decided to help him.  “If I was from your culture I would be so proud of my determined people. And I would love that I am from such an ancient culture and that I spoke such a beautiful language.” “It’s not always beautiful.” he replied. “The food is so good.”  “I sometimes get really sick of it and just want to eat Australian food.” 

“So what do you love about being Australian?” I asked. This seemed much easier. “I love how in Australian families you are much freer. My friends can disagree with their parents and you don’t have to use all that formal language to speak to your relatives and your elders. You can call them by their first name.” It then began to emerge that Mickey felt like a bad person because he was different from his peers in his community and was still unable to forgive the monks. “I am scared this will never change.” he said. We talked about the inevitability of change to which he responded, “Nothing stays the same but I want it to change now.”

He had also begun to lose interest in his religion and was afraid that he would lose it altogether and thereby lose his way in life. It felt like he actually loved the Buddha Dharma. “Do you have confidence in your own Buddha Nature?” I asked. “Have you taken refuge and the five precepts?” He had. “Remember you can always fall back on the five precepts to guide your life even if you want to have a holiday from Buddhism.” He was not certain. I invited him to call on me anytime and he said he would but I was concerned that he was only saying that to keep me happy. I have yet to see him again.
In listening as deeply as I could to Mickey I recognised his disappointment with the monks at his temple and the impact of that on his faith. There was his internal conflict, living between two cultures. He felt like a bad person and did not accept himself. He was also impatient with the process of change within himself. I understood that sometimes there is a need for a monk or nun outside the culture to encourage young ones to be Australian Buddhists and patiently to move towards reconciliation with their families and their culture. I have also identified the need for me to understand more deeply the issues that face, in Mickey’s case, young men about their inherent goodness and the need to accept themselves as they are in spite of the natural rebelliousness that is often there for them. Finally there is also the need to help Asian families accept the challenges that living in Australia brings them, especially when their culture is so strong and so different from the dominant culture, which is not a new phenomenon in the Australian experience. In the spirit of Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva I offered Mickey listening, warm acceptance and affirmation of his Buddha Nature. What he has done with that is up to him.

MANJUSRI BODHISATTVA: 

 Mary is a student at Flinders and a devout Christian. She attends an evangelical church with a strongly Calvinist flavour. While she is a very sweet young person, she is also very clear about her religious beliefs. We have engaged in conversation often over the last year, which has been salutary on occasions at least for me. We have a warm relationship and are always pleased to see each other. On the occasion to which I refer, Mary had approached me to ask if I could come to a concert at which she was going to sing two songs she had composed. Unfortunately I couldn’t but I said I would be pleased to meet with her elsewhere on campus later and listen to her sing the songs as a kind of rehearsal. She agreed.

Mary sang her devotional songs to the complex and beautiful melodies she had composed. When I commented on her evident devotion and asked her whether she felt that there was room in her life for a young man on account of her intense love of God, she referred me to her perception that her devotion was not hers but God’s gift to her and that a young man in her life would also be God’s gift. The second song was also very beautiful. I asked her about a line in it which questions how God could love her when all she ever did was fall.  “I don’t have children, Mary, but if I did I am sure that I would love them so much that whenever they fell I would only want to lift them up. I could never feel a sense of judgement towards them. If that’s the case for my very human love, how much more tender must God’s love be for you?” Mary responded to me by saying that the line doesn’t just mean to fall but to be rebellious. “You know, Mary, my nephew is twenty and very rebellious. If I had a child who was rebellious I would want my response to be one of understanding rather than judgement. Is this how God is?” Mary began to explain her theology based on the idea that no good could come from her. At this point it became clear to me that there was a fundamentally different view of God happening.

“ I don’t want to enter into an argument about God with you; I just want you to know that your songs are really beautiful.” We extricated ourselves from a mildly uncomfortable situation and parted company. As I was driving off I passed Mary walking along with her guitar slung over her shoulder. I felt that she was looking more of a young adult now than when I first met her the year before. I felt sad that we were so far apart in our view of things and I wondered what she felt. Eventually we caught up again and she told me about the concert. We sat and chatted while she waited for a singing rehearsal to begin. We didn’t talk too deeply about anything but we seemed to be more comfortable with each other. All that the situation required of me was to listen and be open to Mary, to explore her ideas with her and to affirm her in her devotion, the beauty of her music and her ability to perform it. Mary was asking nothing more than to share her music and her faith with someone she likes and maybe someone she wants to love God as she does. 

I was drawn to consider the Metta Sutta in reflecting on this encounter with Mary, particularly to its concern with the need to cultivate universality in our loving kindness. When our hearts are free from hatred and aversion, from the wrong view of separateness of ‘self’, then perfect understanding arises. In this situation I continued working to understand who Mary is, to affirm Mary in her goodness and to maintain our connection in spite of our apparent differences. This spirit of understanding and desiring to allay suffering is the spirit of Manjusri.

When I presented these pastoral encounters to my classmates in my CPE group, the response was thought provoking. In my group all but me were practising Christians. We all agreed that understanding and compassion were truly present in these encounters. I have striven to authenticate my pastoral care as Buddhist by referring to the Bodhisattvas Avalokiteshvara and Manjushri. The fact is, though, that understanding and compassion are what they are regardless of the religious categories. There isn’t Christian compassion as opposed to Buddhist compassion. Does it then matter if we call our work ‘pastoral care’ steeped in the Christian language of the Gospels or care sharing in the spirit of the Bodhisattvas and steeped in the tradition of the Sutras? Is there a Pastor Bodhisattva? Are the bodhisattvas pastoral? Maybe my original assertion is incorrect. Is there in fact Buddhist compassion and understanding as opposed to Christian compassion and understanding and I can’t tell the difference because, at heart, I remain a westerner whose worldview is utterly conditioned by Christian understanding in its various forms? My commitment to common human values or virtues as a sure foundation for interreligious dialogue and my extensive experience of human beings who are not from my culture tells me that there is only human compassion and understanding. The questions remain open. 
In 2006 Andrew Denton, an Australian television presenter on public television, in “Enough Rope”, his television programme, interviewed a Swedish transvestite who had been a living book in a local Swedish library. He told the story of how his wife had discovered he was a transvestite and how her anger at him was due, not to his transvestitism, but to the fact that he had been dishonest with her. Once they got over this critical moment in their marriage they went out clothes shopping together. On the programme he said something that I have put up as a “Wisdom Saying” in my office window at Flinders: “Be yourself. Everyone else is taken.”  Who else can I be? The causes and conditions were there for me to be born a mid-twentieth century, working class, Christian South Australian man and to become a Buddhist monk in a Vietnamese lineage. I can only work with who I am and be myself. Recently I was a living book in the Victor Harbor library. I was flooded with other Anglo-Celtic Australians very keen to discuss the Dharma, to tell me of their love for Vietnam and to express their pleasure at seeing one of their own in Buddhist robes. Their affirmation is an invitation to me to continue to live the adventurous life of a monk and a pastor. 

© Thích Thông Pháp, 2008.
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