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Zen Buddhism and Hare Krishna Movement in America: A
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ABSTRACT
This paper explores the intersection of community, ritual, and
ethics within the Hare Krishna movement (ISKCON) and Zen
Buddhism, two Eastern traditions that gained prominence in
the West through key scholars—Swami Prabhupada for
ISKCON and D. T. Suzuki for Zen. Both scholars adapted
their teachings to resonate with Western audiences, shaping
their movements in distinct ways. Using Frank Whaling’s
theoretical framework, which includes community, rituals,
ethics, social and political contexts, doctrines, scriptures,
aesthetics, and spirituality, this study provides a comparative
analysis of how these traditions propagate their beliefs.
ISKCON, founded by Prabhupada in 1966, emphasizes
community as vital to spiritual growth, with initiatives like the
Food for Life program fostering unity and service. In contrast,
Zen, as promoted by Suzuki, prioritizes individual spiritual
exploration, especially through seated meditation (zazen),
while minimizing communal rituals. Rituals in ISKCON
strengthen devotion and community ties, while Zen’s focus
remains on philosophical inquiry. Ethically, ISKCON draws
on the Bhagavad Gita, advocating devotion and compassion,
whereas Zen follows the Five Precepts and the Noble
Eightfold Path, emphasizing personal responsibility.
Politically, ISKCON discourages political involvement,
instead emphasizing spiritual service, while Zen, although
historically neutral, has occasionally engaged with societal
needs, particularly in Japan. Suzuki helped reconcile
traditional Zen teachings with modern ideals, fostering a
harmonious relationship between religion and state. This
paper underscores the dynamic roles of community, ritual, and
ethics in shaping ISKCON and Zen Buddhism, highlighting
their distinct practices and shared spiritual goals.
Keywords: Zen Buddhism, Hare Krishna, ISKCON,
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Introduction

Hinduism and Buddhism are the one of the major traditions of the world. Though Buddhism,
originally perceived as an offshoot of Hinduism, has evolved into a distinct tradition since its
inception. Over time, both traditions have expanded beyond their Eastern roots to the Western
world. For instance, Hare Krishna movement led by Swami Prabhupada, spread Hindu
teachings in America, while D. T. Suzuki played a crucial role as Buddhism’s ambassador in
the West, particularly in Chicago. Both scholars adapted their traditions to resonate with
Western audiences, necessitating adjustments to their Eastern practices. A comparative
analysis provides the best method to comprehensively understand both traditions, highlighting
their similarities and differences, which fosters better interfaith dialogue. Frank Whaling’s
theological approach serves as a common framework for analyzing these traditions and their
scholarly innovations.

Professor Frank Whaling (1934-2022), born in the United Kingdom was instrumental in
establishing Religious Studies programs at the University of Edinburgh’s New College in 1973.
Despite retiring in 1999, he remained actively involved in Edinburgh’s Religious Studies
Subject Area, continuing his research and publications.! Whaling argued that Religious
Studies, traditionally confined to theologians or religious scholars, had evolved into a complex
field drawing from various human and social sciences. He emphasized that theories and
methods from these disciplines were crucial for understanding religious phenomena. Whaling
advocated for expanding the scope beyond early pioneers like Gerardus van der Leeuw, Rudolf
Otto, and Mircea Eliade to include social scientists such as Levi-Strauss, Berger, and Bellah.
He also anticipated new research methods emerging with advances in science and technology,
which he believed would revolutionize the study of religion.?

Frank Whaling’s primary contribution lies in examining religious phenomena and beliefs
through a non-confessional, liberal theological framework rooted in philosophical Greek
theology. This approach, which he advocates, explores the concept of transcendence across
diverse cultures and traditions, viewing it as intrinsic to all religions. Whaling asserts that
transcendence represents a distinct dimension within religious frameworks, requiring a
specialized theological approach for thorough examination. His goal is to underscore the
relevance of theology in studying global religions, given its universal presence. He aims to
construct a comprehensive global theology of religion that bridges religious studies and
theology. Whaling argues that the theological approach, broader and more inclusive than
religious studies alone, when combined, offers a holistic model for studying religion. He

1 “professor Frank Whaling (1934-2022): An Appreciation of His Contribution to the Study of Religion/s,”
New College Past, Present & Future (blog), April 11, 2023, https://exhibition.div.ed.ac.uk/frank-whaling-
appreciation-contribution-to-study-religion/.

For detail, see Introduction: Frank Whaling, Contemporary Approaches to the Study of Religion, vol. 1,
(Mouton, 1983).
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emphasizes the substantial overlap between theology and his religious model, highlighting their
shared aspects of doctrines, concepts, faith, and intentionality.®

This model assumes familiarity with the historical context of each religious tradition and can
be applied universally. It begins with transcendence, manifesting differently in each tradition:
the Holy Trinity for Christians, Yahweh for Jews, Allah for Muslims, Brahman for Hindus,
and Nirvana for Buddhists. Each tradition features a focal point mediating transcendence to
humans: Christ for Christians, the Quran for Muslims, the Torah for Jews, personal deities or
the Atman for Hindus, and the Buddha or the Dharma for Buddhists. For example, Christ, the
Quran, and the Torah serve equivalent mediating roles in their respective traditions. The model
comprises eight elements that can be independently examined for analysis but blend into a
cohesive whole in the lived experiences within each tradition. These elements include
Community, Ritual, Ethics, Social and Political Engagement, Scripture, Doctrines, Aesthetics,
and Spirituality, emphasizing inner religious experiences. Here, we compare these eight points
between two traditions: Hare Krishna of Hinduism and Zen of Buddhism.

Community:

Each religious tradition includes a community such as the Christian church, Muslim ummabh,
or Buddhist sangha, which fosters social connections among believers. However, the term
‘community’ carries complexities and terminological ambiguities in contemporary usage.
According to Webster, community derived from the Latin word ‘communitas,” encompasses
various meanings, including a group of people sharing common interests or living under the
same laws, a society at large, or a joint relationship.* In the later German Enlightenment,
Ferdinand Tonnies introduced the dichotomy between Gemeinschaft (community) and
Gesellschaft (society), where Gemeinschaft is characterized by natural will and face-to-face
relationships governed by traditional rules, while Gesellschaft reflects rational will and
impersonal relationships driven by self-interest.> Similarly, Emile Durkheim distinguished
between primitive social groups based on mechanical solidarity and more complex societies
held together by organic solidarity, rooted in division of labor.®

Hare Krishna, as a community representing the Hindu tradition, has undergone significant
transformations upon reaching Western nations. Swami Prabhupada, founder of ISKCON,
orchestrated adaptations that maintained ties with Hindu scriptures while appealing to Western
audiences. Renaming Hare Krishna to ISKCON was among his initial steps. Prabhupada
recognized the importance of community in sustaining the tradition, establishing numerous
temples in America as focal points for unity and purpose among followers.” Established in

3
4
5

Peter Connolly, ed., Approaches to the Study of Religion, 1st edition (London: Continuum, 2001), 233.

Max Weber, The Sociology of Religion, trans. Ephraim Fischoff (London: Methuen & co. Itd, 1963).
Ferdinand Tonnies, Tonnies: Community and Civil Society, ed. Jose Harris, trans. Margaret Hollis (New York:
Cambridge University Press, 2001).

Emile Durkheim, The Elementary Forms of Religious Life, ed. Mark S. Cladis, trans. Carol Cosman (New
York: The Free Press, 1995).

Information on global ISKCON centers and branches is available on ISKCON’s official websites. For details,
see: “ISKCON United States Of America | North America | ISKCON Centers,” July 11, 2011,
https://centers.iskcondesiretree.com/united-states-of-america/. “Centres — ISKCON Centres,” accessed July
15, 2024,
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1966, ISKCON tirelessly helps individuals rediscover their true nature as beloved children of
God, unlocking treasures of love, peace, and happiness within their hearts. Beyond offering
free spiritual education and promoting practical spirituality, ISKCON advocates chanting the
Hare Krishna mantra universally, fostering spiritual harmony. It guides individuals towards
higher pursuits, steering them away from harmful habits and alleviating karmic suffering.

Moreover, ISKCON’s Food for Life program, the world’s largest vegetarian food-relief effort,
distributes over 400,000 plates daily, including to those in conflict zones, highlighting its global
commitment to spiritual upliftment and humanitarian service.® Rooted in Vaishnava traditions
of charity and providing pure food, FFL revives ancient hospitality values and promotes
equality among all beings. Recognized by The New York Times and global relief agencies,
FFL embodies modern humanitarian efforts. Inspired by ISKCON’s Founder-acarya’s vision
to eradicate hunger around ISKCON temples, FFL has expanded globally with free food
restaurants, mobile services, and ongoing relief efforts in major cities worldwide.® Former UK
Prime Minister Tony Blair praised such initiatives, emphasizing their celebration of diversity
and positive expression of belief within the Krishna consciousness movement.*°

On the other hand, Zen Buddhism propagated in America by D. T. Suzuki, differs significantly
from ISKCON. Rather than focusing on the public, Suzuki’s approach centers on academia.
As Zen’s emissary to the West, he integrated his scholarly pursuits into history, prompting
global society to reassess its assumptions and goals. Suzuki’s influence transcended borders,
shaping cultural luminaries like Carl Jung, Alan Watts, and Allen Ginsberg, among others. He
bridged cultural divides and sparked a profound dialogue between Zen and the West, notably
at the Chicago Parliament. Suzuki’s role symbolized the transformation of the 20th century,
advocating not only for Zen but also for Buddhism as a whole. His establishment of The Eastern
Buddhist Society and its influential journal, ‘The Eastern Buddhist’, cemented his legacy in
Buddhist studies internationally.!

D. T. Suzuki’s writings became the definitive statement of Zen Buddhism for most Americans.
Despite never completing formal training to become a Zen priest, he diligently pursued Zen
enlightenment under Soen’s guidance. Suzuki claimed a breakthrough in his 1964 memoir just
before departing for America in 1897. His presentation of Zen emphasized individual inner
experience over institutional practices, achieved through philosophical interpretations of
Buddhist doctrines, effectively bridging religion and science.?

https://centres.iskcon.org/centres/?search_keywords=&search_region=65&search_categories%5B%5D=7&
search_context=2. “List of  Temples | Directory,” accessed July 16, 2024,
https://directory.krishna.com/temples.

“Social Work,” accessed July 16, 2024, https://iskconayodhya.com/social-work.

“Food Relief Program - ISKCON - The Hare Krishna Movement,” accessed July 16, 2024,
https://www.iskcon.org/activities/../arts/, https://www.iskcon.org/activities/food-relief-program.php.
“ISKCON - The Hare Krishna Movement,” accessed July 16, 2024, https://www.iskcon.org/, /.

“D. T. Suzuki: A Biographical Summary,” Association for Asian Studies, accessed June 8, 2024,
https://www.asianstudies.org/publications/eaa/archives/d-t-suzuki-a-biographical-summary/.

Suzuki, “Early Memories,” in selected writing, v1, 202-210. Daisetsu Teitaro Suzuki, Selected Works of D.T.
Suzuki, Zen, ed. Richard M. Jaffe, First Edition, New edition, vol. 1 (Oakland, California: University of
California Press, 2015). 202-210.
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Ritual:

The word ‘ritual’ has evolved with varied meanings over time, shaped by fields like
anthropology, sociology, and comparative religions. Originating from the Latin ‘ritus’, its
semantic scope has expanded through analogy and association, leading to diverse
interpretations across contexts. Historical and philological studies document past
interpretations, while new ones introduced by poets or scientists await mainstream adoption.
Rituals encompass ongoing worship, sacraments, and festivals, marking significant life
transitions like birth, initiation, marriage, and death across religions.

Initiation holds central importance for ISKCON devotees, symbolizing commitment to Krishna
through harinama-diksa and subsequent ceremonies. Initiates take vows and receive a Sanskrit
name, signifying spiritual rebirth. The second initiation, akin to a Brahmin’s ‘twice-born’
ceremony, grants full entry into ISKCON, regardless of caste. New initiates gain Brahmin
status, learning the gayatri mantra and participating in temple worship. A common ritual, arti
(or puja), involves offerings and service to Krishna images as per Gaudiya Vaishnavism norms.
Devotees engage in rituals such as ‘arti’ at home or in temples, where they awaken, feed, and
clothe images of Krishna to nurture a personal relationship with him. They also participate in
‘Kirtan’, communal chanting that combines worship and outreach. Kirtan takes place in
temples, parks, and festivals, spreading Krishna’s glory through song, preaching, and
distributing religious literature. While ISKCON has moved away from confrontational forms
of public chanting, devotees worldwide continue ‘Sankirtan’, advancing their mission to
propagate Krishna’s teachings globally.!3

ISKCON transforms Vrindavan through modernizing Mayapur with grand temples, gardens,
and infrastructure like wide roads, diverging from traditional Vaishnavas. They also support
Mayapur villagers with essentials like food, health, and education. For ISKCON, serving
temple deities and devotees turns any place into Vrindavan, central to Krishna Consciousness
worldwide. This spiritual service bridges divisions like modern vs. traditional and East vs.
West, seen not as mundane but as deeply emotional and spiritually charged actions driven by
love for Radha-Krishna’s pleasure. This perspective aligns with Heidegger’s idea of engaged
dwelling, where meaningful relation to place emerges through intimate engagement with one’s
seva, not merely viewed as work but as devotion towards gupta-Vrindavan.*

Unlike other Vaishnavas who progress from vaidhi bhakti (prescribed devotional service) to
raganuga bhakti (spontaneous affection towards God), ISKCON devotees focus on disciplined
devotion throughout their lives. This approach is accessible and practical, especially for new

13 Benjamin E. Zeller, “Rites and Ceremonies,” accessed July 16, 2024,
https://www.patheos.com/library/iskcon-hare-krishna/ritual-worship-devotion-symbolism/rites-and-
ceremonies.

14 EdwardS. Casey, “On Habitus and Place: Responding to My Critics,” Annals of the Association of American

Geographers 91, no. 4 (2001): 716-23. Paul Gibbs, “What Is Work? A Heideggerian Insight into Work as a
Site for Learning,” Journal of Education and Work 21, no. 5 (November 1, 2008): 423-34,
https://doi.org/10.1080/13639080802580351. Paul Gibbs, “A Heideggerian Phenomenology Approach to
Higher Education as Workplace: A Consideration of Academic Professionalism,” Stud Philos Educ 29 (2010):
275-85, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11217-009-9175-x. George Kovacs, “Phenomenology of Work and Self
Transcendence,” The Journal of Value Inquiry 20 (1986): 195-207.

62


https://doi.org/10.1007/s11217-009-9175-x

Quarterly Research Journal “Al-Marsoos”, Volume 03, Issue 01, Jan-Mar 2025

devotees, including those from diverse backgrounds. Emotional expressions are guided within
ISKCON’s hierarchical structure, referencing authorities like Prabhupada and scriptures.
ISKCON emphasizes extensive study of Prabhupada’s books and traditional texts before
initiation to ensure a standardized understanding of Vaishnava philosophy. Deviations are
reported to higher authorities, maintaining doctrinal purity. Devotees also engage in book
distribution as a form of preaching, targeting educated individuals in public spaces like roads,
airports, and parks. Many devotees find fulfillment and spiritual growth through ISKCON,
addressing their quest for meaning and love of God amid material life's challenges.®®

In Zen Buddhism, unlike in Hare Krishna, there is minimal emphasis on devotional rituals, as
D. T. Suzuki focused more on individual spiritual seeking. Modern Japanese scholars’
reluctance to acknowledge ritual in Zen stems from Western influences during the Meiji period
onward. Suzuki and others presented Zen as philosophy, psychology, or mystical experience,
distancing it from religious connotations and rituals perceived as irrational. Rituals in Zen,
when acknowledged by Suzuki, were often interpreted as psychological training or imbued
with symbolic, humanistic meanings. Westerners drawn to Zen typically favor practices like
seated meditation (zazen) and doctrinal study over rituals such as offerings and prayers.
However, it’s essential to recognize that these preferences diverge from the broader East Asian
Buddhist tradition, where terms like gyoji encompass a wide range of observances and
ritualized activities integral to Zen clergy’s daily lives.’®* Modern Japanese scholarship has
significantly shaped our understanding of the Chan/Zen tradition in East Asia, particularly
through the field of ‘Zen studies’ (Zengaku).

During Japan’s Meiji (1868-1912) and Taisho (1912-1926) eras, scholars, including Zen
monks, applied Western methods to scrutinize traditional accounts of Zen lineage from Song
dynasty China. They focused on provocative stories of Tang dynasty Chan patriarchs,
proposing them as reformers who rejected conventional Buddhist practices like merit-making
and meditation amid social and political changes. This view of Zen as spiritually enlightened
and free from superstition resonated in early 20th-century Japan and among Western
intellectuals. Before the Meiji era, Zen in Japan, like other Buddhist schools, centered on
funerals and memorial services generating merit through Sutra chanting and offerings. The Edo
period (1600-1868) institutionalized these rites through the parishioner system, but Buddhism
faced challenges with Japan’s opening to the West and anti-Buddhist sentiments in the 1870s,
threatening its existence.!” Despite losing up to eighty percent of their temples, Buddhist
institutions managed to survive by adapting to the challenges posed by Japan’s modernization.

During Japan’s late Meiji and Taisho eras, Buddhist reformers, including those in Zen, aimed
to modernize the religion amid societal changes. They sought to distance Zen from perceived
superstitions like spirits and karma, criticized by elites as hindering scientific and cultural

5 Serving Gupta-Vrindavan: Devotional Service in the Physical Place and the Workings of the “International

Society” in Sukanya Sarbadhikary, The Place of Devotion: Siting and Experiencing Divinity in Bengal-
Vaishnavism (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 2015), 150-78.

Dale S. Wright, Zen Ritual: Studies of Zen Buddhist Theory in Practice, ed. Steven Heine (New York: Oxford
University Press, 2008), 23.

Martin Collcutt, Buddhism: The Threat of Eradication, in Marius B. Jansen and Gilbert Rozman, eds., Japan
in Transition: From Tokugawa to Meiji (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1986), 143-67.
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progress. Advocates promoted Zen training monasteries (sodo) as models of disciplined
communal life applicable to educational institutions, industry, and the military. They
highlighted collective labor (fushinsamu) and sitting meditation (zazen) as methods to cultivate
character and resilience, beneficial for nation-building efforts. Zen's historical ties to samurai
patronage during the Kamakura period were also emphasized, suggesting Zen practice as
essential for instilling bushido ideals of sacrifice for emperor and state.'® Due to modern
rationalizing ideologies, rituals in Zen have been reformed significantly. D. T. Suzuki
contended that Zen diverges from conventional religions by lacking worship of deities,
ceremonial rites, beliefs in an afterlife, and concerns for soul welfare and immortality. Zen
views images of Buddhas and Bodhisattvas as mere objects, akin to camellias or stone lanterns
in a garden. It suggests that bowing to a blooming camellia holds as much religious significance
as venerating Buddhist deities or performing traditional rituals. Zen regards these acts of piety
as artificial constructs.!®

Ethics:

Ethics are systems of moral behavior that vary among individuals and groups, defining right
and wrong and guiding traditions. Common principles include truthfulness, non-theft, non-
violence, respect for family, and love. Monotheistic traditions emphasize love for humanity
and the divine, while Eastern traditions focus on nature. Ethics are essential in religious
contexts, distinguishing the sacred from the ordinary and promoting mutual support. The Quran
also warns against prioritizing personal desires over ethics, equating such behavior with animal
instinct.?% In the Hare Krishna tradition, ethical principles are emphasized through Bhakti Yoga
in the Bhagavad Gita, which describes qualities of a surrendered soul: non-envious,
compassionate, selfless, detached, joyful, tolerant, forgiving, disciplined, content, grateful,
humble, wise, and devoted to God and others. These qualities form their Code of Ethical
Behavior.?

Bhaktivinoda Thakura, Prabhupada’s spiritual master, integrated Caitanya Mahaprabhu’s
teachings into modern life, emphasizing that devotion to God and kindness to all beings are
inseparable. Acts of kindness, friendship, forgiveness, charity, and providing necessities are
essential to a devotional lifestyle. He argues that societies based solely on materialistic ethics
cannot achieve true progress and identifies four types of materialists:

1. Immoral Materialists: Lack ethical principles.

2. Non-theistic Moralists: Follow ethics without belief in God.

3. Theistic Moralists: Prioritize morality over their relationship with God.

4. Pretenders: Claim religious affiliation but act immorally.

These categories reveal moral inconsistencies and societal stagnation without spiritual
principles.?? Devotees who love God perceive Him in all beings and naturally show respect,
transcending material distinctions. The Bhagavata Purana states that mere adherence to

18 Dales. Wright, Zen Ritual: Studies of Zen Buddhist Theory in Practice, ed. Steven Heine, 24-26.

19 Daisetz Teitaro Suzuki and Zenchu Sato, The Training of The Zen Buddhist Monk (Boston: Charles E. Tuttle
Co., Inc., 1994), 80.

20 Al-Quran, 25:44-45

21 srila Bhaktivinoda Thakura, Sri Tattva-Sutra, 2016, 35.

22 “Ethics & Devotion | Krishna.Com,” accessed July 16, 2024, https://www.krishna.com/ethics-devotion.
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religious principles cannot eliminate deep-seated immorality; only pure devotion can eradicate
sin completely, as ‘the sun dispels fog instantly.’?

Moreover, in critiquing Hegel’s ethics, Syamasundara noted that Hegel’s philosophy excludes
animals from the recognition of personhood. Prabhupada strongly disagreed, calling it ‘rascal
philosophy’ and asserting that all beings, including animals, have the right to exist as persons.
When discussing Hegel’s views on property and punishment, Prabhupada challenged whether
killing animals should be considered a crime, comparing such rationalizations to Hitler’s
justifications for genocide. Syamasundara argued that animals lack philosophical
comprehension, while Prabhupada maintained that animals have souls and lives.?*

On the other hand, Zen Buddhism outlines ethical principles from Gautama Buddha, including
the Five Precepts and the Noble Eightfold Path. These serve as pathways to enlightenment
rather than strict commandments, guiding behavior to foster spiritual progress. The Five
Precepts advice against harming living beings, taking what is not given, sexual misconduct,
false speech, and intoxication. The Noble Eightfold Path promotes virtues like Right View and
Right Intention, emphasizing personal responsibility and the link between ethical conduct and
spiritual growth towards enlightenment.?®> Scholars often perceive Zen Buddhism as lacking a
formal ethical framework, suggesting it is anti-nomian and devoid of structured doctrines.
However, historical evidence shows that Zen practitioners have demonstrated moral courage,
self-discipline, and compassion. While Zen may not follow an elaborate ethical system, it has
drawn on Buddhist and Confucian moral precepts throughout history. The term ‘Zen ethic’
seems paradoxical, but ethical conduct remains central to Zen practice.?®

Modern philosophical interpretations of Zen by Japanese scholars have largely overlooked
ethical reflection, influenced by metaphysical concerns and Japan’s pursuit of modernity and
nationalism. This shift has sometimes marginalized Zen perspectives on duty, happiness, and
social responsibility. Recent debates in Japan focus on fundamental ethical issues as the search
for a contemporary national identity evolves. Western interest in Zen has emphasized
metaphysics and aesthetics, shaping Japanese philosophical thought. Japanese scholars,
hesitant to challenge Western norms, have avoided creating a distinct ethical framework.?’

D. T. Suzuki called for ethical inquiry from a ‘satori standpoint’ and acknowledged historical
imbalances within Mahayana Buddhism, noting that speculative pursuits often overshadow
ethical codes like the Vinaya. George Rupp agreed with Suzuki on the need for synthesis
between Mahayana and Theravada ethical perspectives, but criticized Suzuki’s notion that
moral change simply involves shifting one’s worldview. Rupp advocates for a Buddhist ethic
that fosters personal and societal transformation while addressing suffering and ethical

23
24

Srimad-Bhagavatam 6.1.15

“Philosophy Discussion on Hegel - Vanisource,” accessed July 16, 2024,

https://vanisource.org/wiki/Philosophy Discussion_on_Hegel?hl=ethical.

25 “Buddhist Ethics,” Seven Pillars Institute, August 26, 2017,
https://sevenpillarsinstitute.org/glossary/buddhist-ethics/.

26 James Whitehill, “Is There a Zen Ethic?” The Eastern Buddhist 20, no. 1 (1987): 9-33.

27D, T. Suzuki and Christmas Humphreys, the Awakening of Zen (Shambhala, 2000), 2-4.
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boundaries realistically.?® Furthermore, Zen master Dogen (1200-1253) advised his disciples
against viewing precepts and regulations as foundational to their practice or awakening. He
emphasized that strict observance of precepts is akin to concentrated meditation, reflecting the
practices of ancient Zen masters. Dogen encouraged disciples to set aside conventional
distinctions of good and evil, suggesting that Zen prioritizes direct realization over adherence
to ethical norms. This perspective has contributed to the perception that Zen transcends or
negates conventional ethics, often illustrated by the actions of eccentric monks.?°

Social and Political Engagement:

In primal traditions, religious communities often feel compelled to engage with broader society
to influence or adapt to it, with the extent of involvement varying by context and beliefs. For
example, Islam is closely intertwined with social and political life, Hinduism is structured
through the caste system, Jewish history is complex, and Christianity ranges from isolationist
hermits to the strong church-state connection in Byzantine Christianity. The 1960s in the
United States were marked by the Civil Rights movement, anti-Vietnam War protests, a
rebellious counterculture, and the second-wave women’s movement, all challenging
mainstream values and exposing injustices like war, materialism, racism, imperialism, and
sexism. Sociologist Robert Bellah termed this period a ‘crisis of meaning,” characterized by
disillusionment with established American values and institutions among the younger
generation.®® Disillusioned youths from various political, religious, or psychological
movements often transitioned into new religious affiliations, such as ISKCON (International
Society for Krishna Consciousness).3! A study by J. Stillson Judah in 1969-1970 found that a
majority of ISKCON members in Berkeley and Los Angeles were strongly anti-war, with 68%
opposing the Vietnam War and many expressing negative views on the American government
and consumer culture. Many had prior affiliations with Hindu and Buddhist practices,
reflecting their shift from activism to spiritual devotion.?

Some ISKCON members remained politically active, encouraged by Prabhupada to run for
office to effect change. In 1972, ISKCON established the ‘In God We Trust’ party to pursue
these goals. Prabhupada critiqued contemporary leaders, arguing they failed to address societal
issues compared to the spiritual solutions found in chanting the Hare Krishna mantra.®® He

28 George Rupp, “The Relationship between Nirvana and Samsara: An Essay on the Evolution of Buddhist

Ethics,” Philosophy East and West 21, no. 1 (1971): 55-67, https://doi.org/10.2307/1397764. 61-63.

Dogen and Reiho Masunaga, A Primer of Soto Zen: A Translation of Dogen’s Shobogenzo Zuimonki
(Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1979), 6-7. Yuho Yokoi and Daizen Victoria, Zen Master Dogen: An
Introduction with Selected Writings (NY, Tokyo: Weatherhill, 1976), 46. Daniel Cozort and James Mark
Shields, eds., the Oxford Handbook of Buddhist Ethics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 221.
Robert N. Bellah, New Religious Consciousness and the Crisis in Modernity, in Charles Y. Glock and Robert
N. Bellah, eds., The New Religious Consciousness (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), 333.
James T. Richardson, Conversion Careers: In and Out of the New Religions (Beverly Hills London: SAGE
Publications, Inc, 1978).

Stephen Kent, From Slogans to Mantras: Social Protest and Religious Conversion in the Late Vietham War
Era (Syracuse, N.Y: Syracuse University Press, 2001). J. Stillson Judah, Hare Krishna and the
Counterculture (New York: John Wiley & Sons Inc, 1974),115, 117-24.

E Bruke, Aligning Hare Krishna, “Nova Religio, 22, no.1 (August 1, 2018): 34-58.
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believed that political office would allow his disciples to spread Krishna Consciousness more
widely and noted that the Bhagavad Gita holds solutions to all problems, emphasizing the need
for morally upright leaders.>* Prabhupada’s encouragement was welcomed by ISKCON
devotees with political activism backgrounds. The first member to run for office sought
election as city commissioner in Gainesville, Florida, in 1972, followed by attempts for mayor
in Dallas and Atlanta under the ‘In God We Trust’ party. Over the next two years, ISKCON
devotees campaigned in various U.S. cities. Prabhupada instructed them to address societal
issues and promote Krishna consciousness as an alternative to sinful activities, which he
believed degraded society.®

Despite poor election outcomes and the financial strain on ISKCON's spiritual mission,
Prabhupada decided to end political ambitions in 1974, advising against using ISKCON funds
for future campaigns and emphasizing the importance of maintaining spiritual focus. Although
brief and unsuccessful, ISKCON's political efforts aligned the movement with activist
concerns. Prabhupada often expressed his disinterest in politics, stating that their focus should
be on spiritual service rather than political involvement. He believed that their teachings should
be the basis for societal improvement, without competing in the political arena.®® Prabhupada
expressed his views on political engagement in a letter to Satsvarupa, stating, “We do not wish
to directly engage in contentious politics. Our involvement is limited to activities sanctioned
by Krishna.” He distinguished student political activism as a reaction to karma.®’ During a
morning walk, he emphasized that for a Vaishnava, personal suffering is irrelevant; their
primary concern is the happiness of others. He noted that a Vaishnava should not engage in
politics, which often focuses on personal gain, and instead should prioritize altruistic service.
This selflessness, he argued, is the essence of Vaishnavism, and any ambition for leadership
contradicts its teachings. Thus, ISKCON prefers to focus on spiritual service rather than
political activities.®

On the other side, Buddhism is often perceived as a spiritually focused religion, detached from
worldly affairs, leading to the stereotype of political apathy. This contrasts with Semitic

34 Prabhupada Press Conference (Hyderabad, India, 18 April 1974), https:// vanisource.org/wiki/740418_-
_Interview_-_Hyderabad, accessed 12 February 2018.
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religions like Christianity and Islam, known for their active roles in societal transformation.
However, this view is misleading.®® During Japan’s late nineteenth-century emergence from
political isolation, Buddhism played a key role in maintaining social cohesion under the
Tokugawa Shogunate. Temples served as community centers that upheld family unity. As State
Shinto emerged to counter Western influences, Buddhism adapted by aligning its teachings
with nationalistic ideology and Emperor Worship. Some sects revised their doctrines to
maintain authority amid state pressure, while others sought religious and social reform.*°
Following the fall of the feudal government in the late 1860s, the Haibutsu Kishaku
movement* aimed to abolish Buddhism, leading to severe persecution, including looting of
temples and confiscation of lands. As the state shifted support to Shinto, Buddhism adopted a
cautious stance toward imperial authority, prioritizing closer ties with the state for protection
rather than seeking autonomy, while maintaining influence through the danka-seido parish
system established during the Tokugawa period.*

Despite societal changes, people maintained their temple affiliations for funerals, grave sites,
and ancestral rites, keeping traditional Buddhist practices linked to family and community
needs. This alignment with familial traditions allowed Buddhism to retain feudal
characteristics, accommodating the establishment rather than asserting independence.*® In the
early twentieth century, the Bukkyo Seito Doshikai (Association of Buddhist Purists) emerged
in 1899, driven by dissatisfaction with traditional sects and aiming to create a socially engaged
Buddhism. Influenced by Protestant Christianity, particularly Unitarianism, this movement
sought to adapt Buddhism to modern civic society.** During this time, Japan capitalized on
World War | to monopolize the Chinese market, leading to economic challenges like inflation
and social unrest, including strikes and rice riots. Socialist movements, like the Socialist
Liberal Party, called for reforms but faced severe persecution, including actions against some
Buddhist monks under oppressive laws. Amid the rise of industrial capitalism and the middle

3 Eisenstadt, S.N., 'Religion and the Civilizational Dimensions of Polities', in Arjomand, Said Amir (ed.) The

Political Dimensions of Religion, (Albany: New Jersey State University of New York Press), 13-41.
lan Harris, ed., Buddhism and Politics in Twentieth Century Asia (New York: Continuum, 1999), 105.

The movement began with an ordinance issued in 1868 that sought to separate Shinto from Buddhism and
elevate the status of the former. Consequently, all throughout the country, Buddhist temples were either
dismantled or destroyed during the consolidation period. About 18,000 of Japan's estimated 460000 temples
were destroyed between 1872 and 1874. See, John Breen and Mark Teeuwen, eds., Shinto in History: Ways
of the Kami (Honolulu: Univ of Hawaii Press, 2000), 230.

The danka system, also referred to as the jidan system, is a voluntary and longstanding arrangement between
Buddhist temples and households in Japan dating back to the Heian period. Under this system, known as
danka or jidan, households provide financial support to a Buddhist temple in exchange for spiritual services.
While its origins predate the Edo period (1603-1868), it gained notoriety during the Tokugawa shogunate
when it was mandated as a citizen registration network. Initially aimed at halting the spread of Christianity
and uncovering hidden Christians, it evolved into a compulsory system administered by both the government
and Buddhist temples to monitor and regulate the entire population. Fumio Tamamuro and Duncan Williams,
“The Development of the Temple-Parishioner System,” Japanese Journal of Religious Studies 36, no. 1
(2009): 11-26.

Shigeyoshi Murakami, Japanese Religion in the Modern Century, trans. H. Byron Earhart (Tokyo: University
of Tokyo Press, 1980), 73. Helen Hardacre, Shinto and the State, 1868-1988 (Princeton, NJ: Princeton
University Press, 1989), 21.
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class, Japan entered the ‘Taisho Democracy’ era, characterized by individualism and demands
for a better quality of life. This period saw the blending of traditional Buddhist thought with
modern philosophy, notably through philosopher Nishida Kitaro and Zen teacher Suzuki
Daisetsu, who promoted an East-West synthesis of Buddhist doctrine and Western
scholarship.*

Zen Buddhism, like other forms of Buddhism, has historically aligned with state interests,
challenging authority only when its own concerns were threatened and adapting to changing
political, social, and economic conditions. The current global, pluralistic context poses
significant challenges to all religious traditions. D.T. Suzuki and his contemporaries made
notable efforts to reconcile traditional Zen with modernity, arguing for its compatibility with
rational thought and scientific advancement. However, Suzuki’s portrayal of Zen often
perpetuated nationalist ideas, contrasting a materialistic West with an idealized spiritual East,
reflecting both allure and pitfalls of cross-cultural engagement.*®

Suzuki believed that the state should serve as a tool for social progress, asserting that its
purpose is to facilitate humanity’s higher aspirations rather than hinder them. He advocated for
reforms to align state functions with human ideals, promoting a libertarian view that recognized
the need for the state to support societal advancement while respecting historical sentiments.
Despite his idealism, Suzuki acknowledged the realities of a state based on loyalty and self-
preservation, suggesting that religion should support the state to foster national progress. He
proposed a compromised relationship where the state is guided by religious principles,
ultimately advocating for peace and social cohesion without direct involvement in politics.
Zen’s focus remains on individual enlightenment rather than worldly concerns, emphasizing a
distinct, non-intrusive role in political matters.*’

Scriptures:

Most religious traditions, except for primitive ones, have sacred texts or oral traditions that
guide followers. Notable examples include the Christian Bible, Quran, Hebrew Bible, Hindu
Veda, and Pali Canon. The International Society for Krishna Consciousness (ISKCON)
particularly emphasizes texts recounting Krishna’s words and deeds, like the Bhagavata Purana
and Bhagavad Gita, primarily studying works by their founder, Bhaktivedanta Swami
Prabhupada. While ISKCON acknowledges ancient texts like the Vedas, they focus mainly on

45 Jan Harris, ed., Buddhism and Politics in Twentieth Century Asia (New York: Continuum, 1999), 108.
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Revisited’ in James W. Heisig and John C. Maraldo, eds., Rude Awakenings: Zen, the Kyoto School, & the
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the Bhagavad Gita and Bhagavata Purana as core scriptures. The Bhagavad Gita, a key
philosophical text of the Mahabharata, features Krishna advising Arjuna on moral dilemmas
and spiritual teachings, including concepts of karma and reincarnation. Krishna’s teachings
include various yogas that promote self-mastery, culminating in the revelation of his universal
form. ISKCON devotees practice bhakti yoga—devotion—as central to their faith, highlighted
by Krishna’s acceptance of humble offerings. The Bhagavatam details Krishna’s divine
activities during his earthly life, reinforcing its importance in ISKCON worship, which
involves singing, dancing, and ritual offerings.*®

The Bhagavatam details Vishnu’s various avataric forms, emphasizing Krishna as the supreme
embodiment. Its tenth book narrates Krishna’s life, showcasing his enchanting pastimes, from
childhood to battles against demons and interactions with the gopis, who are seen as ideal
devotees. ISKCON members draw deep inspiration from these narratives, aspiring to emulate
the gopis’ unwavering devotion. ISKCON exclusively uses translations and commentaries by
their founder, A.C. Bhaktivedanta Swami Prabhupada, considering them the most authentic.
His edition of the Bhagavad Gita, titled “The Bhagavad-Gita as It Is,” is foundational for
devotees and was widely distributed during the late 1960s and 1970s to promote Krishna
Consciousness. Although Prabhupada’s writings are not sacred texts, they are essential for
practice within ISKCON. The Bhaktivedanta Book Trust has published numerous editions in
various languages, making these texts integral to devotees' lives.

Zen Buddhism uniquely posits that enlightenment can be achieved without reliance on texts, a
concept known as “direct transmission outside the scriptures.” However, it maintains a rich
literary tradition, with notable figures demonstrating deep knowledge of sutras and Buddhist
history. Early Zen was influenced by Mahayana sutras such as the Lankavatara Sutra,
Avatamsaka Sutra, and Vimalakirti Sutra, which explore consciousness, interconnectedness,
and non-duality. By the 8th century, the Diamond Sutra became central to Zen, articulating
Madhyamaka philosophy, while the Heart Sutra, a concise summary, is recited daily in most
Zen temples. The Platform Sutra, based on the teachings of Huineng, is another key text that
offers insights into enlightenment, despite potential historical discrepancies.*® During the Song
dynasty, Zen masters compiled gong’an (koan) collections, which evolved into essential
resources for dharma talks and meditation, including the Blue Cliff Record, Book of Serenity,
and The Gateless Barrier.

During the Song dynasty, extensive records and lamp record texts were created, documenting
the lives and teachings of revered Zen teachers through their sermons, poems, and anecdotes.
As Zen spread to Korea, Vietnam, and Japan, practitioners in these regions contributed
significantly to Zen literature. Notable works include Korean monk Gihwa’s commentaries on
the Diamond Sutra, Vietnamese lamp records, Eihei Dogen’s Kana Shobogenzo in Japan, and
Hakuin Ekaku’s autobiography, ‘Wild Ivy.’ In contrast to the Hare Krishna movement, which
relies heavily on scriptures and interpretations by spiritual masters, Zen scholars prioritize

48 Bhagavad Gita, 9:26.

49 Schlutter, Morten, “Transmission and Enlightenment in Chan Buddhism Seen through the Platform Sitra”
(Chung-hwa Buddhist Journal, 2007), 396.
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direct personal experience, compiling sutras in various forms to effectively communicate their
teachings.

Doctrines:

Religious traditions emphasize their core beliefs, often focusing on doctrinal correctness and
theological concepts. Monotheistic religions share a belief in God but differ in their
understanding of His nature, such as the Trinity in Christianity, the strict monotheism of Islam
and Judaism, and the pantheistic view in Hinduism. Indian traditions like Buddhism, Jainism,
and Sikhism typically accept rebirth, a belief not central to monotheistic faiths. ISKCON, or
the Hare Krishna movement, is a Hindu tradition centered on the concept of God and the pursuit
of salvation to escape the cycle of rebirth. In contrast, Buddhism does not believe in God,
instead focusing on cause and effect as natural laws governing existence.

The primary distinction between ISKCON and Zen Buddhism lies in their views on God.
ISKCON is a monotheistic pantheon tradition recognizing a supreme God, identifying Krishna
as the Supreme Personality of Godhead responsible for creation, maintenance, and destruction.
While Krishna manifests in various forms, He is a personal deity with qualities like love and
wisdom. This view contrasts with other Hindu traditions where Vishnu is the supreme deity,
with Krishna viewed as an avatar. Krishna incarnates on Earth to teach and address worldly
issues, underscoring ISKCON's unique beliefs. Krishna is the most significant avatar in
ISKCON, as described in the Bhagavata Purana and Mahabharata, where His earthly
incarnation is seen as the Supreme Personality of Godhead. ISKCON devotees cherish the
stories of Krishna’s pastimes.*

In contrast, Zen Buddhism views divinity as inherent in nature, reflected in Zen art and poetry,
which celebrate natural elements. While Zen rituals may feature nature, Zen teachings
emphasize that nothing is inherently more divine than anything else; all things possess Buddha-
nature, and ultimate reality is found in the world as it is.>* For Hare Krishna devotees, human
nature is rooted in the immaterial self, or atman, which temporarily inhabits the physical body.
Suffering arises from confusion between the material body and the self. The atman undergoes
reincarnation through various forms. ISKCON teaches that Krishna, as creator, emanates life,
and while all beings share His essence, they remain distinct. This view is termed “non-dualistic
dualism.” The goal is to overcome separation from Krishna and return to Him, a process likened
to “moksha” in other Hindu traditions. This return involves eternal service and pastimes with
Krishna, achieved through “bhakti” (devotion) and Krishna Consciousness.>2

In Zen teachings, understanding human nature revolves around the concept of ‘Buddha-nature,’
which addresses the tension between the ‘no-self” (anatman) doctrine and individual
enlightenment. Early Buddhist texts assert that enlightenment arises from realizing the absence

50 Benjamin E. Zeller, “ISKCON, Ultimate Reality and Divine Beings,” accessed July 23, 2024,
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of a permanent self, while discussions of self-mastery and overcoming the self-led to concerns
that the no-self doctrine could imply nihilism.

ISKCON embraces karma and reincarnation, where actions in this life affect future rebirths.
Karma is viewed as the law of cause and effect; good actions yield positive results, while bad
actions lead to negative consequences. For example, ISKCON’s vegetarianism is believed to
prevent violence and negative karma. Devotees seek Krishna’s guidance to navigate karma, as
devotion is thought to mitigate karma's uncertainties and offer grace to absolve past actions.*
In Zen, enlightenment is seen as the ideal salvation, but beliefs about the afterlife vary. Many
lay practitioners and some monks aspire for rebirth in the Pure Land by calling on Amitabha
Buddha, which offers respite from rebirth but is not the goal. Historically, some Zen monks
chanted Amitabha’s name as a practice to realize the true nature of existence rather than seeking
a literal Pure Land, suggesting it may symbolize a transformed perception of the world.>*

Aesthetics:

Aesthetics have historically been vital, particularly for the illiterate, encompassing music,
dance, sculpture, painting, and literature. While traditions like Islam, Judaism, and Protestant
Christianity have questioned the use of images, Islamic adaptations, such as the Taj Mahal and
Persian carpets, reflect beauty within prohibitions against representing God or human figures.
Notable examples of religious aesthetics include Giotto’s paintings, Hindu temples in Varanasi,
majestic Islamic mosques, and the Buddhist Borobudur temple.>® In Hinduism, discussions
about art often challenge the clear distinctions between the sacred and the profane found in
Abrahamic and secular cultures. Hindu aesthetics blend these realms, as seen in the integration
of sacred and worldly elements, such as ritual clowns in Sanskrit theater.® The Indic approach
to the sacred encompasses various expressions, including sacrifice, devotion, and
transgression. Art serves not only as a tangible form but also suggests deeper meanings,
creating a complex aesthetic experience described by scholars as a “polyphonic

superstructure,” where multiple perceptions coexist and interact.>’

The art object transcends its physical form, evoking intellectual and emotional responses and
highlighting the interplay between perception and interpretation. Hindu aesthetics recognizes
the dual nature of art, emphasizing how indirect knowledge enhances aesthetic appreciation. It
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https://www.patheos.com/library/zen/beliefs/human-nature-and-the-purpose-of-existence.

Benjamin E. Zeller, “ISKCON; Afterlife and Salvation,” accessed July 23, 2024,
https://www.patheos.com/library/iskcon-hare-krishna/beliefs/afterlife-and-salvation.

Borobudur, alternatively spelled Barabudur, is an ancient Buddhist temple dating back to the 9th century. It
is in Magelang Regency, near the city of Magelang and the town of Muntilan, in Central Java, Indonesia.
Gérard Toffin, “Ritual Clowns and Laughter in the Religions of the Nepalese Himalayas: The Symbolic
Language of Transgressive Sacrality,” Anthropologica 61, no. 1 (2019): 111-22.
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faces challenges in defining the nature of art objects and their relationship.®® The primary art
object consists of sensory elements like sounds and colors, while the secondary object conveys
deeper meanings about human life, requiring the artist’s engagement and mastery for effective
communication. This relationship underscores the importance of both sensory immediacy and
intellectual depth in art.>® Hindu epics, adapted into regional languages, illustrate this dynamic,
making profound stories accessible even to the illiterate and shaping popular culture. For
instance, Valmiki’s ‘Ramayana’ presents ideals of kingship and society, influencing leaders
like Gandhi, while the ‘Mahabharata’ addresses ethical dilemmas and spiritual teachings,
reinforcing societal order. These epics also function as vehicles for divine worship in various
regional traditions, such as Draupadi being revered as Kali in Nepal.®°

Moreover, ritual interpretations are integral to the dramatic narratives of Hindu epics, blending
Vedic symbolism and folk traditions. Across Greater India, vernacular retellings and
performances of epic episodes not only entertain but also serve as religious rituals, fostering
community through didactic storytelling.%! Hindu theories on visual symbols suggest two key
aspects: symbols bridge the tangible and intangible realms, engaging both perceptual and
conceptual processes. Unlike mere signs, symbols like the lotus in iconography convey
meanings beyond their physical forms, grounded in established traditions to avoid arbitrary
interpretations.®? For example, colors in Hindu art hold aesthetic and religious significance,
each evoking specific rasas or sentiments—red for anger, white for mirth, and yellow for
astonishment. Colors also symbolize deities and moral qualities, with Vishnu depicted in blue
and Kali in black. Sounds, particularly in rituals and sacred texts like the Vedas, emphasize the
sacredness of sound, with ‘Om’ representing divinity and the essence of existence.

Furthermore, the content of artworks—such as portraits, lotuses, and deities—serves as
symbolic carriers of meaning that transcend their visual forms. These symbols convey
conceptual knowledge established by tradition, enriching the viewer’s aesthetic and
metaphysical understanding.®® Visual arts can be interpreted as semiotic discourses,
particularly through the lens of iconography, where murtis serve as doctrinal symbols
communicating theological concepts. As noted by Eck, Hindu images function as visual
theologies that convey meaning to contemporary Hindus. This method applies across artistic
media, aligning with cultural expectations, as seen in musical ragas and kathakali dance, where
audiences interpret mood and narrative through familiar gestures.®* Hindu iconography
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maintains its distinct character, reflecting a metaphysical understanding of reality that differs
from Western semiotics and other religious traditions, allowing signs to actively participate in
the reality they represent.®

ISKCON echoes this aesthetic sensibility, as expressed by Prabhupada, who highlights the
Lord's artistic creativity and musical taste. He emphasizes that human society is designed to
realize and commune with God, with the potential for unity among all beings. This harmony is
exemplified by Lord Caitanya Mahaprabhu, who demonstrated peaceful coexistence among
creatures in nature as a model for global peace.®® Maintaining ISKCON’s graphic identity is
vital for global recognition and effective communication. The style guide outlines correct logo
usage, established for ISKCON’s centennial in 1996, and mandates the replacement of all
previous versions. The official color is Pantone 187, with specific guidelines for logo display.®’
Kirtan, a musical chanting ceremony, plays a key role in introducing ISKCON to the West.
The Vedas emphasize the power of sound to awaken spiritual consciousness, making kirtan a
vital practice for deepening understanding of the divine. Devotees are encouraged to participate
in kirtan, which strengthens relationships and furthers ISKCON’s mission.®®

In contrast, Zen Buddhism teaches that the material world is an illusion linked to suffering and
desire.®® Liberation comes from detachment and dedicated meditation. Zen, which integrates
aspects of Chinese Daoism, emphasizes self-reliance and daily practice for enlightenment,
focusing on the inherent perfection of existence and the understanding of opposites, akin to the
yin-yang symbol.”® Japanese Zen teachers describe Zen as a ‘way of life,” emphasizing
humility, labor, service, gratitude, and meditation. Zen Buddhism embraces seven core
aesthetic principles: Asymmetry, Simplicity, Austere Sublimity, Naturalness, Subtle
Profundity, Freedom from Attachment, and Tranquility. "

The tea ceremony, adapted from China in the sixteenth century, exemplifies Zen’s reverence
for daily activities, elevating them to spiritual significance. It encourages introspection through
strict etiquette and communal participation. Scholar Okakura defined the ceremony as an
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embodiment of aestheticism and beauty, merging Zen philosophy with everyday life.”? Tea
masters emphasized finding greatness in simplicity and imperfections, often favoring
handmade bowls with irregular shapes and flaws, which engage participants to appreciate the
beauty in natural materials. This aesthetic philosophy, rooted in the tea ceremony, values
shibui—a tasteful austerity—forming the foundation of aesthetic expression in cha-no-yu (the
Way of Tea).”

Moreover, Zen aesthetics include terms like shibui, wabi, mu, and miyabi, which are
challenging to translate into English. Shibui conveys simplicity and naturalness, leading to
enlightenment by fostering reflection on natural beauty. Wabi reflects the detachment sought
by tea masters, embracing simplicity and the Zen concept of emptiness (mu).”* Mu emphasizes
non-action and detachment, suggesting that all things are fundamentally empty, resonating with
both Zen and Daoist philosophies.”” These ideas interconnect in qi, representing the
harmonious union of self and mind in art. Achieving this requires deep engagement and
authenticity, exemplified in Zen pottery, where the creation emerges naturally from a centered
state of mind. Furthermore, Zen gardens, significant since the Muromachi Period, originally
served as meditation spaces. Their spiritual essence is best understood through direct
experience, aligning with Zen’s focus on nonverbal wisdom transmission. While Zen is often
seen as simple, it encompasses a rich tapestry of religious, philosophical, and cultural
dimensions, with meditation as a defining feature of a true Zen garden.”

Central to Zen Buddhism is meditation, the path to enlightenment achieved by the Buddha in
the sixth century BCE. Zen aesthetics support this practice and the attainment of ‘perfection of
wisdom’ (prajnaparamita). During the Tang dynasty, Zen flourished as an intellectual
movement, inspiring spontaneous ink paintings, known as the ‘untrammelled class’ (yibin),
which shaped Chinese aesthetic theories. In the Ming dynasty, scholar Dong Qichang
distinguished between scholar amateur and professional painters using Zen’s Northern and
Southern schools as metaphors. Japanese appreciation for nature is embodied in the concept of
wabi, or the ‘beauty of poverty.” This is exemplified by the Paper robe (Kamiko) worn during
the Edo period, symbolizing simplicity and humility. Initially worn by the poor, these robes
were later adopted by monks and samurai, reflecting detachment and vulnerability. The Paper
robe features silk sections and an orange lining, echoing Buddhist monks’ kesa robes, blending
sophistication with humble origins. Additionally, the principle of sabi, which values beauty
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arising from use and age, is celebrated in the tea ceremony, reinforcing the essence of Zen
philosophy in Japanese aesthetic practices.”’

Spirituality:

Perspectives on spirituality vary, with some arguing for a fundamental similarity across
traditions and others highlighting distinct differences. Spirituality manifests in all traditions,
represented by masters such as Christian mystics, Sufi Muslims, Jewish saints, Hindu Yogis,
and Zen adepts. Ordinary individuals also express spirituality through acts of kindness,
devotion, and connection with nature. Tradition and spirituality, while often seen as separate,
can align deeply. Tradition involves purifying consciousness to reunite with God, as reflected
in Yoga, which aims to connect the individual soul (atma) with the Supreme (Paramatma). Srila
Prabhupada asserts that true tradition transcends labels like Hinduism or Christianity, focusing
on awakening love for God and recognizing all beings as part of the divine whole.”® The
essence of tradition lies not in rituals but in their transformative power to cleanse the mind.
Rituals like pooja, mantra, and mudra serve to focus on God’s grace but can become detached
from their spiritual purpose. Ultimately, true spirituality and tradition converge in a loving
surrender to God, akin to a mother's devotion to her child. This surrender fosters a reconnection
with divine grace, emphasizing a shared goal beyond superficial differences.”

Rational intellect alone cannot elevate humanity; true qualities like love, honesty, and humility
come from spirituality. Spiritual cleansing brings profound inner satisfaction that surpasses
worldly pleasures.® Srila Prabhupada defines spirituality as the pinnacle of perfection through
knowledge of the Supreme Personality of Godhead, with the holy name of Krishna holding
exceptional potency.®! Lord Chaitanya emphasized chanting these names for spiritual progress,
urging devotees to engage in hearing spiritual topics, maintain simplicity, and choose
associations wisely.®? The soul, distinct from the physical body, is central to achieving
spirituality and self-realization. Srila Prabhupada explains that our identity persists beyond
physical experiences, as shown in dreams.®® The Bhagavad Gita asserts the soul's eternal
existence, unaffected by bodily death.®* In ISKCON, the process of Diksa (Spiritual Initiation)
is transformative, awakening transcendental knowledge and purifying past sins. This initiation
establishes a connection with Krishna through a bona fide spiritual master, marking the start of
a committed journey in Krishna consciousness. Without such initiation, genuine engagement
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in Krishna consciousness is unattainable. Vedic tradition recognizes two births: the physical
and the spiritual, facilitated by the spiritual master and Vedic wisdom.%®

The second birth initiates a sincere seeker into bhajana-kriya, the active practice of devotional
service, leading to liberation from material attachments. Practitioners abstain from indulgences
like meat, alcohol, and illicit sex, and lose interest in futile activities such as speculation and
gambling, gradually purifying themselves.®® The potency of ISKCON’s mahamantra can
awaken Krishna consciousness even without formal initiation, but adherence to pancaratra-
vidhi, including Deity worship, accelerates spiritual progress. As individuals free themselves
from material identifications, they recognize the equivalence between the individual soul and
the Supreme Soul, culminating in the understanding that the holy name transcends all material
designations.®” This transformative process is open to anyone sincerely joining ISKCON and
embracing the teachings of Sanatana Gosvami and Vedic tradition.®

On the other side, Zen, a form of Mahayana Buddhism emphasizing meditation and intuition,
differs from traditional Western spirituality. Introduced to the West by D.T. Suzuki in the
1920s, Zen intrigues philosophers and seekers as a universal religion grounded in personal
experience rather than institutional norms. It values meditation over ritual and critical inquiry
over dogma, attracting those seeking alternatives to conventional Christianity.8® Unlike the
straightforward spirituality of Hare Krishna, Zen offers a more nuanced approach, particularly
relevant in the context of modernity and the rise of skepticism about religious authority, as
explored by Canadian philosopher Charles Taylor in “A Secular Age.”® Charles Taylor
identifies three meanings of secularity: the retreat of religion from public life, the decline in
religious belief and practice, and the shift from an unquestioned belief in God to a view of
belief as one option among many. This shift changes the context for spiritual and moral
experiences, with a crucial aspect being the sense of ‘fullness’—the feeling that life is complete
and well-lived. This fullness can disrupt ordinary perceptions or align aspirations with energies,
and it can be framed within theistic traditions (Christianity, Judaism, Islam) or non-theistic
perspectives (Buddhism, Daoism) emphasizing self-transcendence.

In contemporary Western culture, there is an emphasis on ‘authenticity’ and expressive
individualism, prioritizing personal fulfillment often outside traditional religious frameworks.
This has led to a focus on personal insights and self-help movements rather than doctrinal
adherence. The concept of ‘religious experience’ emerged to differentiate diverse practices
from metaphysical beliefs, allowing for a spiritual quest within what Taylor calls the
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‘immanent frame,” where nature is viewed as a self-sufficient domain.®? Many now seek direct
experiences of the sacred, valuing spontaneity and emotional depth, challenging the dominance
of reason. Contemporary spirituality emphasizes unity, integrity, and individuality, often
expressed through harmony and balance, contrasting with traditional collective rituals.%
Figures like D.T. Suzuki present Zen as a universal spiritual path, appealing to those
disillusioned with organized Western traditions. This embrace of Zen reflects a broader trend
of universalization, psychologization, and individualization in spiritual pursuits.®*

The success of Suzuki and the Sanbokyodan movement in the West is marked by irony. Unlike
the colonial extraction of Buddhism in India, Japanese Zen was adapted and repackaged by its
practitioners using Western academic methods to present it as both authentically Asian and
universally relevant. Bielefeldt notes that Western scholars have found themselves in a dual
role of both colonizer and colonized, facing a vibrant form of Buddhism that speaks to modern
Western audiences.®® Western Zen often emphasizes individual experience, aligning with
humanism’s focus on autonomy, which can make it seem like a secular ‘spiritual technology’
detached from its religious roots. In contrast, a more inclusive Zen that embraces ritual and
community could address contemporary spiritual issues. Zen teaches the importance of
realizing one’s humanity rather than transcending it. Zen master Nanquan’s idea that ‘ordinary
mind is the Way’ and Dogen’s view that enlightenment involves fully realizing duality
highlight this approach. Dogen expressed that learning the Buddha Way means learning
oneself, which leads to a deeper understanding of our interconnectedness. This perspective
suggests that true wholeness may be found in our connections to one another rather than in a
distant, unattainable fullness.®

Conclusion:

In conclusion, the exploration of community, ritual, and ethics within the Hare Krishna and
Zen Buddhist traditions reveals both distinct paths and shared goals in the pursuit of spiritual
growth and understanding. The concept of community is pivotal in ISKCON, emphasizing
social connections and a collective identity rooted in devotion and shared practices. In contrast,
Zen Buddhism, as popularized by figures like D. T. Suzuki, tends to focus on individual
experience and philosophical inquiry, often downplaying the role of communal rituals.

Rituals serve as a vital expression of faith in ISKCON, fostering a personal connection with
the divine and community cohesion. These rituals not only enhance individual spirituality but
also reflect broader cultural adaptations, as seen in ISKCON’s innovative practices in the West.
Meanwhile, Zen’s minimalist approach to ritual aligns with its emphasis on personal
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enlightenment, often viewing traditional ceremonies as secondary to direct experience and
meditation.

Ethically, both traditions offer frameworks that guide followers towards moral living and
spiritual advancement. ISKCON’s ethical teachings, rooted in Bhakti Yoga, stress the
inseparability of devotion and compassion, highlighting the importance of living a life aligned
with divine principles. In contrast, Zen Buddhism’s ethical guidelines, derived from the Noble
Eightfold Path and the Five Precepts, emphasize personal responsibility and the
interconnectedness of ethical conduct and spiritual awakening. Ultimately, while ISKCON
champions a communal and ritualistic approach to faith, Zen Buddhism prioritizes personal
exploration and philosophical reflection. Both traditions, however, provide valuable insights
into the nature of community, the role of ritual in spiritual life, and the ethical imperatives that
guide individuals on their paths towards enlightenment and deeper understanding of the self
and the universe. Together, they illustrate the rich tapestry of human spirituality, inviting
adherents to engage thoughtfully with their beliefs and practices.

The engagement of religious traditions with social and political realms reflects their evolving
roles within society, particularly in response to contemporary challenges. The case of ISKCON
illustrates a dynamic interplay between spiritual devotion and political activism. While initially
drawn into political arenas during the upheaval of the 1960s, ISKCON’s endeavors under
Prabhupada’s leadership emphasized a return to spiritual principles, ultimately prioritizing the
transformative power of devotion over electoral ambitions. This pivot highlights the
movement’s belief that genuine societal change arises not from political maneuvering but from
spiritual elevation and community service. Conversely, Buddhism, often mischaracterize as
politically disengaged, has historically adapted to shifting political landscapes, particularly in
Japan, where it navigated complex relationships with state power. The notion that Zen
Buddhism is apolitical overlooks the nuanced ways it has influenced social cohesion and
reform. Figures like D.T. Suzuki advocated for a synthesis of Buddhist principles with
modernity, underscoring the potential for religion to inform ethical governance and societal
progress without direct political involvement.

Both ISKCON and Zen Buddhism demonstrate that while their approaches to social and
political engagement may differ, each tradition seeks to fulfill a broader mission: to cultivate
individual and communal well-being through spiritual practice. Their sacred texts—central to
ISKCON’s devotional focus and integral to Zen’s philosophical underpinnings—serve as vital
sources of guidance, shaping followers’ responses to the complexities of modern life. In a
pluralistic global context, these traditions remind us that spirituality can inform ethical conduct,
foster community ties, and inspire individuals to pursue meaningful lives amid societal
challenges, thereby enriching the tapestry of human experience.

In the exploration of doctrines and aesthetics within ISKCON and Zen Buddhism reveals
profound contrasts in their theological foundations and artistic expressions. ISKCON, with its
monotheistic focus on Krishna as the Supreme Personality of Godhead, emphasizes a personal
relationship with the divine, where devotion (bhakti) is central to achieving spiritual fulfillment
and liberation from the cycle of rebirth. This distinct view shapes its aesthetic practices, as seen
in the celebration of Krishna’s pastimes through music, dance, and ritual, which serve to deepen
devotees’ connections to the divine.

79



Zen Buddhism and Hare Krishna Movement in America ......

Conversely, Zen Buddhism presents a more abstract understanding of divinity, seeing the
essence of enlightenment as inherent in all aspects of existence. Its aesthetic principles,
characterized by simplicity, naturalness, and a focus on the beauty of imperfection, reflect a
philosophical approach that values the experience of reality over theological constructs. Zen
art and practices, such as the tea ceremony, elevate everyday activities to spiritual significance,
encouraging introspection and appreciation of the present moment. Both traditions utilize
aesthetics to express their core beliefs and engage followers, yet they do so in markedly
different ways. ISKCON’s vibrant rituals and art underscore a personal, devotional approach
to spirituality, while Zen aesthetics promote a meditative and contemplative engagement with
the world. Through their unique doctrines and artistic expressions, ISKCON and Zen
Buddhism offer distinct pathways for followers to explore the divine and their place within the
broader tapestry of existence, ultimately enriching the spiritual landscape with diverse
perspectives on meaning and beauty.

In the exploration of spirituality reveals both commonalities and distinctions across various
traditions, with ISKCON and Zen Buddhism exemplifying two unique paths. ISKCON
emphasizes a deeply personal relationship with God through devotion, grounded in a rich
tradition that facilitates spiritual awakening and transformation. The process of spiritual
initiation and the practice of bhakti serve to purify the individual soul, fostering a profound
sense of connection with Krishna and the divine. This approach highlights the importance of
community, ritual, and the power of sacred sound, reflecting a holistic understanding of
spirituality that transcends mere religious labels. Conversely, Zen Buddhism offers a more
introspective and experiential framework for spirituality, focusing on meditation and personal
insight. Its appeal lies in its adaptability to modern contexts, where individuals seek
authenticity and a direct experience of the sacred outside traditional religious structures. Zen
emphasizes the realization of one’s humanity and interconnectedness, suggesting that spiritual
fulfillment arises not from transcending the ordinary but from fully engaging with it.

Both traditions address the quest for meaning and fulfillment in a world that often prioritizes
rationality and individualism. While ISKCON calls for a loving surrender to God through
structured practices, Zen encourages a spontaneous exploration of the self and the nature of
reality. Ultimately, the convergence of these diverse spiritual paths underscores the universal
human desire for connection, understanding, and transcendence, inviting individuals to find
their unique expression of the sacred within the rich tapestry of human experience.
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