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A Buddhist
Returns to the Bible

Tell me about the God you don’t believe in. Is it the God who separates the saved from the damned, reserving bliss for the blessed, and brimstone for the nonbeliever? Or perhaps the narrow-minded God who resists new ways of thinking, the God who will brook no question and no discourse, the one who prefers the world the way it was before feminism or civil rights, before the discovery of evolution and quantum physics or the creation and collapse of stars? Is it the God who sponsors crusades, jihads, and pogroms? Or maybe the one who tells a twenty-four-year-old man with a wife and three children to blow himself up in a crowded public square?

The list could go on and on. There’s the God who created the world in six days. And then there’s the one who puts a beautiful fruit tree within reach of his children, forbids them on pain of death to eat from it, then promptly disappears to some other part of the garden, keeping an eye peeled behind the bushes to see what they will do. There’s the one with a rule for everything from menstruation to shellfish, who strikes people dead when they cross him. And then there’s the one who kills Egyptian babies in order to save Jewish ones, then sends his only son to save all of mankind (so long as they are willing to become Christian). The Bible itself is filled with Gods we don’t believe in. Or with ones who shouldn’t be believed in.

Where did these Gods come from, and what are we to do with them now that they are here? Is there any way to reform or reeducate them? Is there any way to get through to them with the message that the world is bigger and more inclusive now than in the days of desert and tribe? And if not—if, as many modern atheists claim, the world is better off without them—what, if anything, is there to replace them with? Are we destined to live with “a God-shaped hole” at the center of our being? However many problems these troubled Gods created, those societies who succeeded in ousting them have hardly fared better. The loss of God in modern society has made totalitarianism in all its many forms, from communist to corporate, a virtual inevitability of modern life. True, the old God might have been a problem, but nonbelief doesn’t seem to be an option. “We are born believing,” wrote Ralph Waldo Emerson. “A man bears beliefs as a tree bears apples.” In the absence of God, human beings will always find something to believe in: science, progress, money, or just the ever-increasing power of the self.

So where does that leave us now?

Oddly enough, right where we started—with the God of the Bible, as mysterious and difficult to account for as he is.

During the years I was working on this book, any number of people had occasion to ask me: Why the Bible? Why go back through all those plagues and rules? Why endure all the bloodletting and barbarism of an earlier, more primitive era—an era when people thought demons caused diseases, women were unclean during their periods, and homosexuality was an abomination before God? Why not start over with a fresh slate and write about a God who is worth believing in? But the answer to those questions, while surprising, was also very simple: because going back into the Bible is the same as going back into ourselves.

For most Westerners, God lives in the Bible. For better or worse, we can’t change our idea of God without changing our ideas about the Bible first. And this is true for everyone in our society, whether they were raised in a religiously observant household or not. The Bible is the spiritual matrix of Western culture, the point of origin for all of our deepest beliefs and hopes and fears. It is the source of many of our laws and customs, not to mention many of our everyday expressions and the mind-set that comes along with them. It is the origin even of our ideas of time, from the seven days of the week to the “beginning” and the “end” of the world. You may not read it, or even know what it says, and still the Bible is inside of you. It’s in the air we breathe, and it’s in the culture at large. And therefore the idea of God is in us, too. There is no escaping it.

That was what I discovered in the end, and the reason I came back to the Bible in the effort to find a God I could believe in. And when I found that God, I discovered he’d been there all along. Granted, I had to learn to read the Bible in a completely different way than it is read by most religious people. But that was the journey I had to take. I tried any number of other routes along the way, most of them an effort to circumvent the Bible altogether, and some of them going in the opposite direction.

In the years following 1990, when I stopped being a Buddhist monk, I devoted myself to literally dozens of different spiritual disciplines, from Jewish meditation to the Muslim practice of calling on the ninety-nine names of God. At one time or another, I taught A Course in Miracles; practiced the Catholic rosary with all its various prayers and mysteries; combined the ancient words of the Jesus prayer with my breathing, then my heartbeat; said the nembutsu (the name of Amida Buddha) as many as thirty thousand times a day until, as with the Jesus prayer, eventually it came to say itself. I rose from sleep to do hitbodedut, the Hasidic practice of free-form meditation performed out of doors in the middle of the night by speaking aloud to God. I recited the Psalms, the Qur’an, and the Lotus Sutra, and memorized portions of each so that I could say them anywhere, at any time.

And that’s just the beginning.

An exhaustive list would go on for several pages, including various other forms of prayer, meditation, visualization, and the like. The only feature of the spiritual life I was never able to become very disciplined about was going to church, although I tried for many years. Since earliest childhood, despite the fact that I was raised in a religious southern household (or maybe because of it), I have never liked hymns.

As a child I remember experiencing church as a mildly oppressive affair involving long periods of forced stillness, punctuated by flashes of something meaningful that were, however, extremely hard to get a good glimpse at. My relationship to God, by comparison, was a clean, true line. I believed in him and prayed each night without being prompted.


Now I lay me down to sleep.

I pray the Lord my soul to keep.

If I should die before I wake

I pray the Lord my soul to take.



I can’t remember whether I identified “Lord” with Jesus or with God—I don’t recall distinguishing much between them. Whoever the Lord was, he watched over your soul while you slept and was capable of keeping track of it even if you died. This thought deeply impressed me as a child. My grandfather had passed away when my mother was thirteen, six years before I was born, and although I had never known him, it was one of those cases where a person is more present for his absence. His premature death from heart disease loomed over my childhood like those early winter dusks that came on so suddenly they barely left time to get back home before dark. And so it was this aspect of the prayer that impressed me most—that beyond the edges of waking consciousness, beyond the frame, as it were, of life itself, there was someone or something there. Naturally, I didn’t think of it in those terms exactly, but that is what I felt.

It is important to understand up front that, when it comes to belief in God, no one develops much beyond the age of three or four years old. Our spiritual beliefs may evolve, becoming more complex or sophisticated, but that most basic, most singular belief—in an eternal reality beyond the reaches of the self—does not develop. It’s a simple mechanism, like a life jacket or a ladder. The effort to develop or systematize it nearly always has the effect of obscuring it in the end. That is why Jesus advised his disciples to become like little children if they would enter the kingdom of God, and the reason why the Japanese Buddhist saint Honen once said, “The moment a scholar is born, he forgets the Buddha’s name.” I don’t believe for a moment that Honen was talking only about those who study religion in an academic or theological setting. He was referring to the basic human tendency to forget what is most simple and true.

We all do this, myself included. I don’t remember exactly where along the way I lost my simplicity. It isn’t something we part with willingly, knowing what we do. What I do remember is sitting in Sunday school one morning as a teenager and asking the teachers, an insurance salesman and his wife, where specifically in the Bible it said that America was right to go to war with Vietnam, or that blacks should never marry whites. They thought I was just out to make trouble, and perhaps I was, but once I started asking such questions, it was impossible to stop. A few Sundays later my father, who had always insisted that I attend church with the family, told me he thought I had reached the age where I could decide for myself whether or not to go. Besides which, he knew I hated the hymns.

By the time I entered college, there was nothing left of the faith I’d grown up with. I realize now how easy it is to confuse church with God. Most of us grow up believing that religion and God are essentially the same (or ought to be), when in fact, they may have nothing to do with each other. In retrospect, I’m not sure I ever really lost my belief in God. It was religion I no longer believed in. And I thought that also meant I couldn’t believe in God.

Religion took a hard fall. In college I read about the Crusades, the Spanish Inquisition, and countless Christian pogroms against the Jews. I discovered that popes had lied and sanctioned murder, that Martin Luther was an anti-Semite, and that the strongest opponents of the civil rights movement had been the God-fearing men and women I’d brushed knees with in church from the moment I first sat in a pew. I read books about the Bible and discovered that it hadn’t been written by God or Moses or the direct disciples of Jesus. It was a book like any other, for which there was ultimately no more moral authority than there was for Edith Hamilton’s Mythology or the fairy tales of the Brothers Grimm— or so I thought at the time.

So great was my disenchantment with religion, in fact, that about a year later, when the experience of belief finally came, I didn’t recognize it for what it was. My glimpse at the eternal lasted only for a fraction of a second, but its effects were with me for weeks thereafter as a deeply settled feeling, a trust that all was well and always had been, that in all the universe there was not one cause for worry or alarm.

Because I had rejected Christianity, it never occurred to me to identify that experience with God. Like many other people who grew up during the sixties and seventies, I had read books on Eastern philosophy and religion. And so it was to Buddhism I turned for an explanation of what had happened, and it was there, driven by the relentless energy of conversion, that my adult religious education began.

I say religious education, not spiritual, because from the very beginning my experience of Buddhism was characterized by a phenomenon I call half-belief, and half-belief has everything to do with religion and nothing to do with Buddha or with God.

Half-believers aspire to believe in God or Buddha, Allah or Avalokiteshvara, and take on the guise of belief (with its attendant attitudes, behaviors, and other norms), but in truth they still feel unsettled in their hearts, which is no doubt why they are often so intent on turning up the volume on religion, bringing it to the forefront of their political and social life. Half-believers seek some confirmation in the external world to complete an internal process that remains half finished wi0thin them, and among other things that usually means denying the truth or efficacy of other religious paths.

Not long after I became a Buddhist my family took a trip to Philadelphia, where, before he met my mother, my father had enrolled at Westminister Theological Seminary. Although it wasn’t clear to me at the time, I think my father, having recognized the stirrings of spiritual awareness in my life, wanted to share something of his own experience as a young seminarian. Although he ultimately hadn’t become a minister, he nevertheless thought of those years as having determined the future direction of his life.

Of course, I wouldn’t hear any of it—I was a half-believer from the start. My Buddhism relied on the certainty that God did not exist, and therefore that anything associated with him, including my father’s religious experiences as a young man, was at best a quaint fiction, at worst a willful self-deception. It is hard to believe now that I could have been so callous, but at the time I was convinced that Buddhism alone held the answer, and therefore that Christianity did not.

I began meditating several hours a day, wore mala beads, and threw out my mattress and box springs, replacing them with a futon on the floor. Eventually I left my first marriage, gave away all my money, and moved into a Zen monastery with only the clothes on my back and what possessions could fit in an army duffel bag. Still it wasn’t enough. Half-belief never is. And so finally I became a monk. And when that didn’t work, I took over a large temple in Manhattan and began to teach Zen to others. At that point, there was nowhere left to go. My thirty-third year found me dressed in a black robe with a shaved head, on the verge of becoming a Zen master in my own right—all this without the most basic requirement for any religious life.

It was the lie of it all that got to me in the end—the gradual but inevitable realization that, whatever my teacher and fellow Buddhists might be telling me about my level of attainment, Zen had been little more than an elaborate game of spiritual dress-up. I was no different than I had been before. The countless hours of meditation had made me a little less anxious, a bit more connected to the here and now. And, of course, I’d mastered a great deal of religious ritual and terminology. But it hadn’t given me back the peace of mind I had briefly experienced at nineteen. Some years later, remarried and with two children, I had a dramatic demonstration of this fact on board a flight out of Memphis, Tennessee.

Not long after takeoff an electrical fire in the cockpit caused smoke to enter the cabin, after which the plane immediately went into a dive. We later learned that the pilot had followed an emergency directive to get the plane back on the ground as quickly as possible, but at the time everyone, including all the flight attendants, clearly believed we would die.

Had I still been single at the time, and still a monk, a Buddhist prayer might have risen to my lips at that moment. But when my four-year-old daughter reached her hand across the aisle to hold mine, and said, “Daddy, are we going to die?” it was the name of Jesus I called in my heart. It was like one of those dreams where you suddenly discover a room in your house you never knew was there. I was granted a brief glimpse into the room of the heart and found that it was just as I had always secretly feared: I wasn’t a Buddhist after all. But then, Jesus notwithstanding, I wasn’t exactly a Christian either, and hadn’t been for a long, long time.

That was the beginning of a ten-year period in my life during which I searched the religious traditions of the world for something to believe in again. Before that plane ride out of Memphis, I had always considered myself a Zen Buddhist. Afterward, I didn’t know what I was anymore. I’d gone too far into Buddhism to come back to the Christianity I’d grown up with, far enough to know that the claims of any religion to hold the exclusive patent on God were not only false but, indeed, represented the very worst impulse religion had to offer. To put it plainly, my spiritual life had come unmoored.

Although my experience aboard that plane was perhaps unique, the reality it laid bare is all too common. That same feeling of spiritual dislocation characterizes the experience of many people in the current age. At the turn of the twenty-first century, it is more difficult to believe in God than ever before. No longer is there one book (the Bible), no longer one theology, one local priest or rabbi. No longer is there one prevailing religious worldview. We live in a world on the brink of a great transition, and that transition, more than anything, concerns our idea of God.

The problem of God for people living in a postmodern age is no longer merely the problem of scientific and historical inquiry, as it was during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries; it is the problem of multi-culturalism—the inevitable clash of ideologies that has accompanied jet travel, the Internet, political inclusivism, and the global economy. But those ideologies clash only so long as they refuse to be informed by one another. For a tribal God—a God kept tightly sealed inside the box of a culturally constructed ideology—is, as the Bible itself often shows us, a violent, warlike God.

Some years ago, in the midst of my ongoing effort to find a God I could believe in, I discovered the teachings of Pure Land Buddhism, and in those teachings I at last found the spiritual key that unlocked the treasure chest of the Bible. The Pure Land tradition spoke of two powerful forces at work in human life. But those forces weren’t good and evil, as I’d always been taught. Good and evil were real enough, according to Pure Land Buddhism, but they weren’t the root problem of human life. There was a more primal choice that always came into play before them. The Pure Land masters taught that it was Self Power and Other Power that warred for our souls.

As a way of understanding Self Power and Other Power, we can think of the difference between falling forward and falling back. If we fall forward, we can always catch ourselves simply by putting one foot forward. In fact, that is exactly what we do in walking. We fall forward and catch ourselves—over and over again. From earliest memory, that is how we have accomplished most things in life, walking here or there under our own steam, doing whatever it is we do. This is Self Power—getting where we need to go in life by our own wits, living by our resources alone—and as modern human beings we have extended its range to a degree unimaginable to even the most forward-thinking people of previous centuries. We can control everything from the global climate (albeit unintentionally) to the beating of our own hearts.

But what about falling back? When we fall backward it is impossible to catch ourselves, no matter how scientifically or technologically advanced we become, no matter how far we extend the range of those things we can manipulate. To fall back we must have the sense that there is someone there to catch us, some Other Power to save us when we cannot save ourselves; otherwise, we will never do it. We will never trust completely in life itself, never experience true freedom, never let ourselves go.

This would be no problem if it weren’t for the fact that we all fall anyway in the end. Even if our lives go well and we somehow manage to negotiate life’s more commonplace heartaches and disasters, eventually we will reach the place where we can go no further. Advanced as we may be compared with people who lived at the time of Jesus or Buddha, we still live in denial of this simplest of all existential facts: we will die. Eventually all that we love, and all that we hold to by way of belief or conviction, will simply pass away. And the self we have constructed and maintained and believed in more than anything, making it the center of our reality as thinking beings, will dissolve as quickly as a waking dream. I am reminded of a verse from the Psalms that reads: “His breath goeth forth, he returneth to his earth; in that very day his thoughts perish” (Psalm 146:4).∗

As long as we are convinced that we can save ourselves, we will use every means at our disposal to do so—even spiritual means. We will attempt to do good deeds and avoid evil ones, not for their own sake, or out of love for God, but as part of a calculated bargain, and this, finally, is the essence of half-belief. Were it a matter of those who believed and those who did not, there would be no problem, but half-belief—which carries the liabilities of both and the benefits of neither—is the most dangerous form of religious self-expression. Over the centuries it has fueled such atrocities as inquisitions, witch hunts, abortion clinic bombings, “Red Scares,” and the wholesale slaughter of Muslims, Christians, Hindus, and Jews. It goes without saying that the person who truly believes in God has no need to perform such acts. Those who commit them are engaged in the work of trying to believe, not the work of belief itself.

God is forever giving us salvation for free (that is the lesson of the garden), but we won’t take anything we can’t pay for. Secretly, what we want most is control. We want to see where we are going. And if we’re going to fall, we want to know where we are going to land. Because at bottom what we believe in most deeply and profoundly is ourselves. We don’t understand that the thing we most believe in is a lie. This was the teaching offered by the Pure Land masters for nearly two thousand years, and, as I later came to realize, the core teaching of the Bible as well.

When I left the church as a teenager I never expected to come back to the Bible again. I certainly never expected I’d want to come back— that, in fact, I would spend the greater portion of my days studying it and thinking about it until I could recite sizable portions of it by heart. Nevertheless, when I returned to the scriptures after years of spiritual exploration, I was shocked to discover in the Bible the spiritual blueprint that explained everything I had experienced over the course of my journey, that the entire Bible was just the story of the struggle between Self and Other Power, beginning in its opening chapters with the fall of man and ending with the dawn of a new heaven and a new earth in the Book of Revelation. Taken individually or collectively, what we human beings most want is a way of assuring our salvation, and we will go to almost any lengths to achieve this on our own, as the Bible makes all too plain. But the one thing that will finally save us is beyond our power. That can only come from God.

A story from the Pure Land tradition illustrates this point.

About two hundred years ago in Japan there lived a holy man named Shoma. Unable to read or write, he had nevertheless cultivated a deep spiritual understanding. As a result people would come from miles around to seek his guidance about how to be reborn in the Pure Land, a heavenlike realm presided over by the savior Amida, the Buddha of Eternal Light and Life.

One day when Shoma had hired himself out as a laborer, a seeker arrived from several hundred miles away, having walked all that distance to ask Shoma what he should do to be saved. Shoma, who was pounding rice with a great wooden mallet at the time, just kept pounding without giving any indication that he had heard. The man asked again, but Shoma still would not look at him. When the people who had hired Shoma saw this, they felt pity for the man and begged Shoma to counsel him, but Shoma just kept on pounding rice. Finally, the visitor said in despair, “I’ve come such a long way, but if I can’t learn how to be born in Amida’s Pure Land, I have no choice but to return to my own village.”

When he saw how miserable the man was, Shoma finally answered, “Why not ask Amida? He’s the one who deals with such questions. It’s really none of my business.”

Simple as it is, I believe this story offers an important lesson about how to believe in God. “Why not ask Amida?” Those are not the words of a person who thinks of God in abstract terms, as an idea that needs to be tried or tested or intellectually understood. They are the words of one whose experience of salvation is fundamentally childlike, one whose experience of the divine is unmediated by any kind of intellectual filter. On the other hand, someone who travels hundreds of miles on foot, as Shoma’s visitor did, cannot have done so without thinking of God as an idea. Otherwise, he would not have come. “If
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