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Note on Transliteration

and Terminology

In general, I have used the Royal Institute of Thailand’s guide for romanizing
Thai words. This method of transliteration does not have tone markers nor
does it indicate vowel length. In the case of proper names, I generally have used
conventional romanizations, such as Prawase Wasi rather than Prawet Wasi
and Bhikkhu Buddhadasa rather than Phra Phutthatat. When referring to
Buddhist concepts, such as merit, I have tended to use the Pali (such as pu7ria)
or Thai (bun) versions of the word, with a couple of notable exceptions. I fre-
quently use the Sanskrit words nirvana and stapa instead of their Pali equiva-
lents (nibbina and thipa) because of the familiarity of the former within the
English language. As for the name of the Dhammakaya Temple, I have chosen
to refer to it as the Dhammakaya Temple (Pali/English) instead of Wat Phra
Thammakai (the Thai version) for the purpose of readability and because the
Temple uses the Pali word, Dhammakaya, in its English-language materials.
When referring to the specific practice of meditation, I use the lower-case ver-
sion of dhammakaya. In some cases, however, I have maintained the Thai form
of the word. For instance, I have used the Thai version of Mahathammakai
Chedi, instead of the Pali/English MahaDhammakiaya Cetiya, because of the
frequent use of the Thai word chedi in both English and Thai materials.
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Introduction

Don't overlook the chance of [a] lifetime. . ..It has been the tradition of
Buddhists since ancient times to build Buddha images in temple grounds
as an act of devotion and in homage and recollection of the supreme vir-
tues of the Lord Buddha. ... Creating a Buddha image is now no longer
the realm of royalty and the aristocracy—but a gesture of devotion through
which you can be one part of the Mahathammakai Chedi and the Mahat-
hammakai Chedi can be a part of you!

—From a pamphlet distributed at the Dhammakaya Temple

in Pathum Thani, Thailand, 1999

In the spring of 2000, after a decade of arduous planning and construction, the
Dhammakaya Temple completed its Mahathammakai Chedi, a massive mon-
ument that honored the Buddhist tradition and the Dhammakaya commu-
nity.! Temple publications presented the chedi as a sunruamphlangsattha (a
center for the power of faith) that would foster both inner peace and world
peace.? The Temple engraved the names of the donors on individually commis-
sioned Buddha images, which were cast by Dhammakaya monks in merit mak-
ing ceremonies and subsequently affixed to the exterior of the chedi or housed
within its interior. For one visiting the Temple today, the sight of these Phra
Dhammakaya images reflecting and scattering the sun’s light leaves an indeli-
ble impression, as does the sheer size of the monument—it occupies a space of
one square kilometer and purportedly accommodates up to one million people
on the grounds around its circumference. The chedi has become a focal point
for pilgrims who travel to the Temple in Pathum Thani, Thailand each year to
practice meditation and to participate in the Temple’s numerous religious and
social activities.

'The building of a memorial monument (chedi, Thai; stipa, Sanskrit) as a
container for the Buddha’s physical and symbolic relics has a long history in
the Buddhist tradition.> While the origins of the stipa cult remain the subject
of much speculation, it is clear that the construction of reliquaries played an
important role in the first few centuries of Buddhist history. The Mahavamsa,
one of the Sinhalese chronicles, connects the founding of the Buddhist religion

1
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Mahathammakai Chedi. (Photo courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

in Sri Lanka with the building of a stapa for the Buddha’s relics.* In the
Mabhaparinibbana-sutta, which recounts the Buddha’s final days, the Buddha
instructs his followers on how to enshrine his relics: “A [stﬁpa] should be
erected at the crossroads for the Tathagatha. And whoever lays wreaths or puts
sweet perfumes and colours there with a devout heart, will reap benefit and
happiness for a long time.” In South and Southeast Asia, offerings made for
the building of a stipa are considered especially fruitful for the generation of
merit (bun, Thai; punna, Pali). As a result, the history of Theravada Buddhism
recounts numerous stories of the building of stipas and the donors who made
them possible.

Given the long history of stapa building in South Asia and Southeast
Asia, it is intriguing that the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi be-
came the subject of a heated controversy in Thailand in 1998 and 1999. This
controversy assumed center stage in Thai public discourse when the national
media reported on the Temple’s publicizing of miraculous events at the site of
the chedi. The Temple reported that on September 6, 1998, as thousands of
Dhammakaya practitioners meditated in front of the chedi, the sun appeared
to be “sucked out of the sky.” It subsequently was replaced by an image of Lu-
ang Pho Sot of Wat Paknam, the late founder of the meditation method used
at the Temple. Some individuals saw him in the form of a golden statue, whereas
others pictured him as a giant crystal. Not long after the event, the Temple
published testimonials of eyewitnesses in their pamphlets and in newspapers.
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Accompanying these testimonials were digitally rendered montages of the re-
ported miraculous sightings.®

Critics quickly denounced the Temple’s marketing of the “miracle in the
sky” as a means to procure more donations for the construction of the chedi.
After meeting with the Temple’s abbot, Deputy Education Minister Arkom
Engchuan told the press that he had informed the abbot that “[b]illboards
picturing the miracle that are used to invite donations are not suitable. Instead,
they should be used to invite the public to study the teachings of Lord Buddha
at the temple.”” Criticism of the Temple’s marketing of the “miracle in the sky”
quickly merged with criticisms of the Temple’s purported materialism and its
distribution of amulets thought to attract wealth and prosperity (dus sap, liter-
ally to “suck material assets”). This situation, in turn, generated more discussion
of the purported widespread commercialization and corruption of Buddhism
in contemporary Thailand, as well as the inability of the monastic establish-
ment—namely the Mahatherasamakhom (the Supreme Sangha Council)—to
curtail it.

While it is tempting to reduce the controversy to yet another story of “a
big temple gone bad”—the characterization that dominated the Thai and In-
ternational press—far more than the purported materialism of a suburban Thai
temple was at issue. Observing the tide of public opinion while living in Bang-
kok in 1998 and 1999, I was struck by the breadth and scope of the contro-
versy: It literally dominated the headlines from November of 1998 to August
of 1999. Its pervasiveness and longevity indicated to me that it raised broader
questions about the state of “Thai Buddhism.” Local debates over the Dhamma-
kaya Temple’s wealth, its construction of the Mahathammakai Chedsi, its mar-
keting and distribution of amulets, and its advertising of the “miracle in the
sky,” became a discursive site for an extensive discussion of Buddhist ortho-
doxy, orthopraxy, and identity at a critical moment in Thai history.

'The controversy erupted in the midst of the Asian economic crisis of 1997
to 1999. During this time, many Thais reevaluated notions of prosperity, develop-
ment, progress, and “Thai values.” As the Dhammakaya Temple marketed its new
religious monument, two populist discourses emerged within the public sphere
that questioned the effects of global capitalism on Thai society. A new form of
Thai nationalism blamed Western capitalism, especially the institutions of the
IMF and World Bank, for Thailand’s economic woes, and a new form of Thai
localism urged Thais to reject Western development models and return to their
agrarian roots.® The critique of the Dhammakaya Temple’s wealth and alleged
heretical teachings and practices fit within this broader discussion of the erosion
of Thai values and the disastrous effects of global capitalism on Thai society.

Today, Buddhists are redefining Buddhist religiosity within contexts of
dramatic social, economic, and political change. This atmosphere breeds dis-
cussions regarding the “state of Buddhism” and the integrity of the sangha in
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the contemporary world. The integrity of the sangha has long been a central
issue within Buddhist communities because members of the sangha are the
principal preservers of the tradition through their orthodox teachings and pu-
rity of practice. But the modern period has ushered in an unprecedented num-
ber of challenges to the institution of Buddhist monasticism around the globe.
Over the past two centuries, the integrity of the sangha has come under scru-
tiny as the dramatic forces of colonialism, modernization, secularization, and
most recently, globalization have affected monastic institutions. In Sri Lanka,
Burma, Laos, and Cambodia, European colonialism fostered the destabiliza-
tion of the monastic community, which in turn laid the foundation for new
forms of monastic and lay practice.” In Thailand, the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries witnessed the centralization of religious authority and the homoge-
nization of Buddhist teaching and practice under the guise of modern sangha
reform.’® In China and Tibet, Buddhist monks and nuns faced the serious
challenge of political opposition to institutional religion.! In Japan, during the
Meiji period (1868-1912), Buddhist institutions lost their privileged status
when nationalists increasingly identified Buddhism as a “foreign religion.”!?
And in the West, as convert Buddhist communities arose, individual practice
and religious thought were privileged over the establishment and maintenance of
Buddhist monasticism.!3

'The effects of these challenges to the sangha continue to shape Buddhist
practice in countries across the globe, but the postcolonial world offers new
challenges to Buddhist communities as they navigate their religious paths
within the culture of global capitalism. This culture provides new avenues for
religious expression and critique, particularly in relation to ideas concerning
consumption, the sine qua non of capitalism. Consumption is “zbe factor, #he
principle, held to determine definitions of value, the construction of identities,
and even the shape of the global ‘ecumene.””'* As such, contemporary religious
identities are often constructed either in synergy with consumption or in direct
opposition to it. Consumption can be viewed either as a vehicle for the enjoy-
ment of the fruits of religious piety or as the mechanism of its destruction. At
the forefront of these debates over contemporary religious identity are varying
appraisals of the proper relationship between wealth and piety.

'The correlation between wealth and piety has engaged religious thinkers
throughout history. At the heart of many of these religious discourses is a dis-
cussion of “worldliness”: To what degree does a particular religious perspective
embrace or reject this-worldly values such as wealth, health, and an abundant
number of sons. For religious persons who posit a theory of the ultimate as
distinct from the world, the act of being religious often entails strategies of
rejection—discourses and practices aimed at separating one’s self from this-worldly
values and goals. The disciplinary practices of monastic communities, for in-
stance, aim to create new selves through the renunciation of familial roles and
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obligations. Some monastic communities may view renunciation as an absolute
rejection of the world (the Christian anchorite tradition is one example), but
not all monastic traditions possess an ethos of radical rejection. In some cases,
renunciation may be better viewed as akin to basic training in the military,
where the focus is on the creation of new ways of being. Other religious orien-
tations recommend ideals of selflessness and simplicity within families and
communities. Still other modes of religiosity embrace this-worldly benefits,
such as health and wealth, as signs of religious piety and as a legitimate aim of
religious practice. In this case, religiosity is deeply embedded in the material
fruits of everyday life.

While we commonly label particular religious traditions as other-worldly
or this-worldly in orientation, the reality is far more complex than such simple
categorizations suggest. Religious traditions are dynamic and encompass a
wide variety of perspectives, many of which are influenced by the power rela-
tions and historical circumstances of a given community at a particular mo-
ment in time. Specific religious assessments of the “world,” therefore, do not
simply reproduce a given religious orthodoxy; they also reflect broader assess-
ments of the state of society at a particular historical moment.

Today, debates over the relationship between wealth and piety reflect dif-
fering orientations towards global capitalism, as it redefines communal and
individual identities and promotes consumption-oriented markers of success.
In the United States, the signs of global capitalism are readily apparent on the
grounds of mega-churches, with their McDonald’s and coffee shops, day spas
and recreational climbing walls. Their leaders commonly preach a religious
message of self-improvement or personal fulfillment that mirrors the discourses
of prominent self-help gurus. An example is Joel Osteen, the senior pastor of
Lakewood Church in Houston, Texas. He spreads a message of personal ful-
fillment that is explicitly couched in this-worldly terms. The titles of some of
his sermons include, “Enlarge Your Vision,” “Financial Prosperity,” “Do All
You Can Do to Make Your Dreams Come True,” and “Developing Your Poten-
tial.”® In his best-selling book, Your Best Life Now: 7 Steps to Living at Your Full
Potential, he merges standard discourses on divine relationships with practical
advice on personal success.!® This fusion of religion with self-improvement,
health, and prosperity is, of course, not limited to the United States. It is a
global phenomenon, from Sweden and West Africa to Australia and Chile.!’
While all of these forms of “prosperity-religiosity” share common features,
such as the use of new media for the dissemination of the message, there are
significant differences as well. Joel Osteen preaches his message of “religious
self-improvement” within a relatively affluent and stable cultural context,
whereas religious persons in other parts of the world, such as in Africa or Latin
America, embrace the “prosperity gospel” as they grapple with radically shift-

ing, and sometimes devastating, socio-economic and political realities.
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As self-help gurus and prosperity-gospel preachers seek to merge the
values of late modern capitalism with religion, their critics insist on the cen-
trality of simplicity and renunciation in religious worldviews over and against
that of modern, consumer-oriented, hedonistic materialism. In fact, contem-
porary debates over religion and worldliness are often framed in reference to
questions concerning the relationship between religion and our contemporary
culture of consumerism: Should religions co-opt the language and models of
consumerism? Is religion a product that can be sold with Madison Avenue
marketing techniques? Or should religion be used as a vehicle for critiquing
the market and our contemporary culture of consumerism? Some commenta-
tors even posit the possibility that consumerism itself is a religion that is com-
peting with the values of other religions. This argument is put forth by David
Loy, an outspoken Buddhist, social critic, and academic who argues that con-
sumerism is perhaps the first truly global religion.!® He identifies consumerism
as the most influential value system in late capitalism. As such, he suggests that
consumerism should be viewed as a religion with its own conception of the
divine (the Market) and its own soteriology (the consumption of consumer
goods). He insists that if we view consumerism as a “secular” ideology, we miss
the depth of its impact on contemporary values.

When debates emerge within religious communities over the relation-
ship between religion and wealth or religion and consumerism, they typically
extend to broader issues involving religious identity, belief, and practice. This is
especially true in the case of religious scandals, which tend to recast religious
difference as simply sensationalized stories of the faults and indiscretions of
wayward individuals. In an instructive essay on the analytical value of religious
scandals, Frances Fitzgerald argues that the case of Jim Bakker, the former
PTL (Praise the Lord) head and founder of Heritage USA, was more than
simply an investigation into Bakker’s alleged embezzlement of church dona-
tions.! The scandal played into an existing debate within Pentecostal and
charismatic circles over the relationship between God and personal and corpo-
rate finance. To reduce the scandal to a tale of Bakker’s personal shortcomings
fails to recognize this larger debate over conceptions of contemporary Pente-
costalism. While the popular press may reduce religious controversies such as
those involving the Dhammakaya Temple and Jim Bakker to stories of corrup-
tion, materialism, and greed, these stories shed light on important debates con-
cerning orthodox religiosity within religious communities.

Orientalism and the Study of Theravada Buddhism

Contemporary debates over the Dhammakaya Temple’s purported commer-
cialization of Buddhism reflect internal struggles over the representation of
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'Thai Buddhism, particularly the question of whether so-called popular reli-
gious practices reflect authentic Buddhist piety and practice. For over two cen-
turies, reformers within the Buddhist tradition have sought to extricate and
banish permanently those elements of “cultural Buddhism” that reflect animis-
tic, magical, and mundane concerns. Practices that were particularly abhorrent
to these reformers included astrology, the chanting of Buddhist suzzas for pro-
tection and blessing, and the veneration of Buddha images, to name only a few.
Reformed Buddhism, on the other hand, represented the pristine and authen-
tic religion of the founder, Siddhattha Gotama (Siddhartha Gautama, San-
skrit), which emphasized the perfection of ethics and wisdom. Contemporary
debates over Dhammakaya amulets, miracles, and the construction of impres-
sive (and costly) pieces of art and architecture are an extension of this modern-
ist debate within both Buddhist and academic circles.

The Buddhist modernism of the nineteenth century, which sought to
distinguish authentic Buddhism from its popular forms, emerged within con-
texts of colonialism, Christian proselytization, and emergent discourses on the
nature of religion, reason, and progress. The presentation of Buddhism as in-
herently rational and consistent with modern science was not merely a state-
ment of religious orthodoxy, it was a discourse that countered the portrayal of
Buddhists as backward, primitive, and entrenched within superstition and
magic. Like Hindu Modernists in India who promoted pristine versions of
Hinduism (such as Ram Mohan Roy, 1772-1833), Buddhist modernists per-
ceived a disparity between authentic Buddhism and the religion of the masses
that in their opinion led to mischaracterizations of the tradition as a whole. To
repair the image of the religion and its practitioners, reform was necessary, and
the heart of this reform was aimed, as in the past, at the sangha. In Sri Lanka,
Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933) argued that Buddhist monks should be-
come “a spiritual army” whose task it was to eliminate traditional ritualism
from popular Buddhism and reform the practice of errant monks.?° In a simi-
lar manner, the reformed monastic lineage of King Mongkut (Rama IV,
r. 1851-1868) in Thailand, the Thammayut order, embodied a renewed commit-
ment to discipline and orthodoxy, and was used as a vehicle by the government
for religious reform and the centralization of authority.?!

These internal discourses of reform promoted a rational, textually based,
philosophical Buddhism. It constituted a form of indigenous Orientalism or
an “Orientalism of the Orientals,” which informed and was informed by the
emergent study of Asian languages and religion in the West.?? As a category,
the term Orientalism initially referred to the study of the “Orient” by Euro-
pean philologists and historians, but since the publication of Edward Said’s
exceedingly influential study, Orientalism, the term has been embedded within
critiques of power and representation, the dichotomy between the East and the
West, and the construction of the “Other.”??



8 Nirvana for Sale?

In the case of Buddhism, several studies have focused on the European
construction of Buddhism as an object of study. One of the most influential
and controversial of these studies is Philip Almond’s Zhe British Discovery of
Buddhism.** Following Said’s assessment of Western representations of Islam,
Phillip Almond has argued that “Buddhism” as an object of discourse (and
hence of analysis and comparison) was created by the Victorian culture in
which it emerged. As a result, this “construction and interpretation of Bud-
dhism reveals much about nineteenth century concerns and can be read as an
important sign of crucial sociocultural aspects of the Victorian period.”” The
product, according to Almond, is a textually based form of Buddhism that
emphasizes philosophy and ethics. Within this Victorian construction, the
Buddha, is portrayed as a great historical figure (similar to the historical Jesus),
a liberator of the masses, and an “enlightened” being.

More recently, Richard S. Cohen has convincingly demonstrated how
the usage of “enlightenment” as a translation for nirvana became popularized
in the nineteenth century. He argues that by the mid-1870s “it had become
commonplace to call the buddha ‘enlightened, and by the end of the 1880s, the
terminologies of ‘enlightened’ and ‘enlightenment’ dominated the English-
language literature on Buddhism.”?® This was due, in part, to the efforts of Max
Miller, who consistently used it in his analysis of the Buddha and the Bud-
dhist tradition. Cohen argues that the word enlightened fits perfectly within
Miller’s science of religion, which sought to uncover the pristine forms of reli-
gion and ultimately prove the superiority of Christianity. According to Cohen,
Miller’s use of the terms enlightened and enlightenment made Buddhism
more religious and universal by making it more comparable to Christianity
(which provided a basis for the comparison of religions). The presentation of
the Buddha as a rational philosopher who succeeded in becoming fully en-
lightened fit nicely within the context of Europe’s own Enlightenment. This
envisioning of the tradition was subsequently transported to America through
such media as European scholarship and literature, the Theosophical Society
and other new movements, as well as through various forms of Buddhist mod-
ernism. In both Europe and America, “enlightened Buddhism” was viewed as
consistent with modern science. Paul Carus (1852-1919), the editor of Open
Court Publishing Company and avid student of comparative religion, wrote in
a letter to Anagarika Dharmapala that in his opinion “Buddha’s intention was
nothing else than to establish what we call a Religion of Science. ‘Enlighten-
ment’ and ‘Science’ are interchangeable words.”?

For early European scholars of Theravada Buddhism, this “enlightened”
Buddhism was located within the Pali canon since they believed that it con-
tained the earliest and hence purest form of the historical Buddha’s teach-
ings. The locating of “pure Buddhism” within the Pali canon reflected not only
the Protestant preoccupation with texts,?® but also the modern emphasis on
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historical religious figures. As Christian theologians embarked upon the search
for the historical Jesus, European and American Orientalists sought to recon-
struct a biography of the Buddha based upon historical facts, not religious
myth. Within this framework, they portrayed the Buddha as a great reformer
and egalitarian, who rejected caste and Hindu ritualism and preached an in-
herently agnostic, ethical, and rational religious message. Aspects of his bio-
graphy that did not fit this paradigm, such as the tales of miraculous events in
his numerous lives, were reduced to examples of “the love of exaggeration and
of mystery universal among rude peoples” rather than viewed as key compo-
nents of his sacred biography.?

'This nineteenth-century focus on the life of the historical Buddha led to
the general assessment within Orientalist scholarship on Buddhism that the
Theravada tradition in its ideal practice (i.e., Pali canon Buddhism) was the
most authentic form of Buddhism. Some commentators viewed other forms of
Buddhism as appealing, such as Marquis Lafayette Gordon, a missionary to
Japan who wrote that the Pure Land tradition was the best “gospel” of Bud-
dhism. But all concluded that these later forms were less “purely Buddhist”
since they did not emphasize the teachings of the historical Buddha.’ Within
European Orientalism, therefore, Theravada became known as the most ortho-
dox school of Buddhism. As a result, the Theravada tradition, despite signifi-
cant diversity within it, has been labeled by many commentators as the most
conservative branch of Buddhism and hence closest to the original teachings of
the Buddha. Pali-canon Buddhism then became synonymous with early Indian
Buddhism. Little attention was paid to commentarial or vernacular texts within
distinctive local forms of Buddhism.*! These Theravada texts, along with the
entire corpus of Mahayana and Vajrayana texts, were viewed at best as significant
alterations of the tradition, and at worst as signs of the tradition’s decay.

The valorization of Pali-canon Buddhism as the true embodiment of the
historical Buddha’s rational and ethical religion inevitably set up a marked dis-
tinction between so-called pure Pali Buddhism and the corrupted local forms
of the Theravada tradition. Whether this contrast was viewed as the result of
natural decay>? or of the lamentable devolution of a great tradition,> it reified
the distinction between the rational and ethical Buddhism “preserved” within
the Pali canon and the ritual-oriented, cosmologically rich Buddhism of the
masses (both lay and monastic). The sharp distinction was one that led to the
championing of reform by both European sympathizers such as Colonel Henry
Steel Olcott (1832-1907) and reform-oriented Buddhists such as Anagarika
Dharmapala and King Mongkut.

While calls for reform have existed within the Theravada tradition
throughout its history, especially when new political authorities sought legiti-
macy and centralized power, modern calls for reform were unique in that they
were, in part, embedded within a global conversation about the nature and
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character of orthodox Buddhism. This is not to say that Western constructions
of Buddhism determined how Buddhists conceived of their tradition, but
rather that they constituted part of a dialogue about authentic Buddhist doc-
trine and practice and the need for reform in Theravada countries. One in-
stance of this exchange is King Chulalongkorn’s 1904 essay on the jatakas, in
which he relied heavily on the work of T. W. Rhys Davids (the founder of the
Pali Text Society). In this essay, King Chulalongkorn (r. 1868-1910) dramati-
cally redefined the jatakas as examples of pre-Buddhist folklore, rather than as
stories told by the Buddha about his former lives. This served to rationalize the
tradition, undermine the focus on jatakas within the Buddhist tradition, and
reinterpret the life of the Buddha in modern historical terms.3*

A common theme in both Western and Asian discourses of reform was
the need to eliminate the “magical” and overly “ritualistic” elements of the
tradition—to redirect the focus away from mundane concerns (health, happi-
ness, and prosperity in this and future lives) to the ultimate concern of nirvdna
with its focus on the perfection of ethics and wisdom. Take, for instance, the
case of the miraculous powers (iddhi) of meditation adepts. Stories of these
abound within vernacular texts such as the stories of Phra Malai in Thailand
and within anthropological portraits of “living Buddhism,” but few references
are made to them in canonical-based descriptions of Theravada Buddhism.
Winston King’s classic examination of meditation in the Theravada tradition,
Theravida Meditation: The Buddhist Transformation of Yoga, makes only one ref-
erence to the miraculous powers of meditation adepts. In that comment, he
states that while the “magical and psychic powers that accompany meditative
achievement probably have always been a part of the Buddhist schema ...
[tlheir casual, self-serving manifestation, as their direct pursuit, has always
been condemned in the mainstream teaching.”> This sentiment is echoed by
many modernist Buddhists today; when referencing miracles in the tradition,
they tend to focus on the canonical proscription found in the Kevatta-sutta
against seeking miraculous powers and against using them to procure support.

While not being the dominant theme within these modern discourses
of reform, the topic of monastic wealth and the desire for wealth among the
laity was clearly present in early modern Orientalist and Asian critiques of
contemporary popular Buddhism. The image of the ideal otherworldly renun-
ciant was contrasted with the reality that many monks were the recipients of
lavish gifts. In T. W. Rhys Davids’ historical overview of Buddhism, he de-
scribes Buddhist monasticism as embracing the spirit of poverty with its ad-
monition against various forms of personal property, an ideal that becomes
“swallowed up by the permission given to the community to possess not only
books and other personal property, but even lands and houses. Gautama him-
self is related to have received such gifts on behalf of the Sangha, which, at the
time when it flourished in India, must have rivaled in wealth the most power-
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ful orders of the Middle Ages; and in Buddhist countries at the present day the
church is often as wealthy as it is among ourselves.”® In European scholarship,
such “excesses” were often characterized as representative of the general decline
of the religion since the time of the Buddha. Monastic wealth, merit-seeking
laypersons, and Buddhist ritualism were all viewed as the corruption of a once
pure, and in many cases, highly rational religion.

This portrait of Buddhism and Buddhist history that was created by
nineteenth-century European Indologists provided the basis for Max Weber’s
famous characterization of early Buddhism as an other-worldly religion of
“cultivated professional monks,” aimed at the salvation of the individual.>” This
religion of the monastic “virtuoso” is distinct from the religion of the house-
holder whose focus is on the procurement of “worldly goods, such as “riches, a
good name, good company, death without fear, and betterment of rebirth op-
portunities.”*® Weber’s Buddhism of the monastic virtuoso functioned as an
ideal type, an example of “other-worldly” asceticism, in his typology of the
world’s religions. As one of the founding fathers of modern sociology, Weber’s
interest in the study of religion was intimately connected to his analysis of so-
cial action—of how particular religious ideas might affect social behavior. In
particular, Weber wanted to answer the question of why capitalism emerged in
Europe rather than China or India. To this end, his portrait of Buddhism as a
religion of other-worldly ascetic virtuosos provided a useful contrast to his pre-
sentation of the “inner-worldly” ascetics of Protestant Christianity, whose de-
sire to validate their state of salvation led to the rise of modern capitalism.
Weber’s analysis of early Buddhism set the stage for numerous discussions of
the relationship between wealth and piety in Buddhism, especially in the an-
thropological study of Buddhism.

Anthropological descriptions of Theravada Buddhist societies commonly
framed the contrast between the “original spirit of renunciation” and the reali-
ties of wealthy monasteries and prosperity-seeking laypersons in terms of the
distinction between the Great Tradition of Theravida Buddhism and the little
traditions of Sinhalese, Burmese, Thai, and other local Buddhisms. While many
of these accounts insisted upon the importance of examining local versions of
Buddhism, they continued to reify the idea of a Great Tradition that transcended
local variations. In “The Great Tradition and the Little in the Perspective of
Sinhalese Buddhism,” the renowned anthropologist Gananath Obeyesekere
contrasted the Great Tradition of Theravada Buddhism, “with its corpus of Pali
texts, places of worship, and a great community of monks” and that of Sinha-
lese Buddhism, the religion of the masses. He argued that this perspective en-
abled us to acknowledge the differences among the various local religions of
South and Southeast Asia, while simultaneously acknowledging their shared
lineage (Theravada Buddhism).?” While sensitive to diversity, his perspective
assumes that the Great Tradition transcends local context and history, and re-
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ifies it as the essential, permanent form of the religion, in contrast to local, in-
herently dynamic traditions. But among those traditions identified in the
modern period as a “World Religion,”every envisioning of a Great Tradition—
such as Theravada Buddhism, Christianity, or Hinduism—*° occurs within lo-
cal contexts subject to culture, history, and relations of power. Contrasts,
therefore, between so-called transcendent Great Traditions and local religions
are acts of authorization—they identify that which is essential to the religion
and that which is subject to reinterpretation (religious change) or misinterpre-
tation (heresy).

One result of this authorization process in the modern period has been
the separation of mundane concerns from that which is deemed to be authen-
tic and ultimate. Obeyesekere, for instance, argued that “a monk rarely or never
participates in the rituals of the lower cults, with their purely material rewards”;
whereas the shaman addresses the “gross material aspirations of the masses.”
'The Theravada portion of Sinhalese Buddhism emphasizes the other-worldly
“salvation idiom,” while “the rest of the system has to do with the quest for
material objectives and this-worldly goals.”*! In a similar vein, Melford Spiro
distinguishes between “normative” Buddhism, which focuses on the pursuit of
nibbina (soteriological Buddhism), and “non-normative” forms: kammatic
Buddhism, which is focused on the improvement of one’s next lives through
kamma, and apotropaic Buddhism, the religion of “man’s worldly welfare” are
examples.*? Obeyesekere’s description of the Great Tradition of Theravada and
Spiro’s description of normative soteriological Buddhism sound surprisingly
similar to the descriptions of Buddhism presented by Buddhist modernists and
European Orientalists who presented orthodox Theravada as an inherently ra-
tional and ethical religion of personal liberation.

To their credit, both Obeyesekere and Spiro directed a shift in Buddhist
studies towards the analysis of “Buddhism on the ground,” which helped to lay
a foundation for the anthropological study of Buddhism. They recognized as-
pects of Buddhist religiosity, such as a focus on magic, miracles, and special
powers, which European Orientalists had either ignored or devalued. How-
ever, their distinction between two radically different kinds of Buddhism (great
versus little and normative versus non-normative) rests on two fundamental
errors. First, it generates a sharp divide between monastic and lay religiosity
when, in fact, the distinction between the monastic and the layperson is more
a difference of degree than of kind. On the one hand, monks and laypersons
both practice renunciation, albeit to different degrees: monks renounce their
obligations as householders; where as laypersons practice renunciation through
generous acts of giving to the sangha. On the other hand, not all Buddhist monks
live lives of deprivation. In fact, Buddhist monks historically have possessed
material wealth, acting as both patrons of the tradition and recipients of sup-
port. Commonly held distinctions between ascetic monks and a merit-hungry
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laity, therefore, simply do not reflect the myriad of ways in which Buddhist life
and practice exist within given communities.

The second problem with Obeyesekere’s and Spiro’s categories is their
failure to recognize the polemical nature of religious categorization. The clas-
sification of a particular doctrine or practice as normative or non-normative is
not simply the domain of the unbiased, objective scholar. The process of clas-
sification is fundamental to internal debates within religious communities over
religious identity and authority.** In Buddhist societies, when critiques of mo-
nastic wealth or lay religiosity emerged within a given community, they were
typically aimed at a specific group and hence reflected local power struggles.*
'The condemnations of lax, lazy, and decadent monks, therefore, were not disin-
terested historical assessments of the “state of the religion”; they functioned to
support the authority of specific groups of monks and laypersons over others.

Today the politics of classification continues as Buddhists around the
globe seek to define Buddhism within dramatically new social, political, and
economic contexts. For some Buddhists in Asia and most Buddhists in the
West, a new Orientalism has emerged over the past few decades. Whereas
nineteenth-century European scholars viewed Buddhism as an atheistic, indi-
vidualistic, and rational religion that offered a sharp contrast to Christian faith
and piety, today neo-Orientalists represent Buddhism’s focus on simplicity and
moderation as the antithesis of Western materialism, capitalism, and consump-
tion.* Buddhism, with its critique of greed, hatred, and delusion, its discourses
and practices of renunciation, and its emphasis on generous giving, appears to
undercut the values, processes and effects of global capitalism. This view of
Buddhism dominates Western practice, and clearly informs the reformist plat-
forms of many Buddhists throughout Asia. Because of the assumption that
Buddhism is an antidote to the ills of global capitalism, neo-Orientalists tend
to attack the association between wealth and piety in Buddhism with as much
passion as early Orientalists lamented the corruption of rational Buddhism by
magic and superstition.

Debates over the role of wealth in Buddhism, once again, are not re-
stricted to academic circles nor are they merely the concern of Euro-American
Orientalists. They are central to many discussions about Buddhist identity and
practice within Buddhist communities. The Dhammakaya controversy of the
late 1990s, as it emerged within the context of the Asian economic crisis,
prompted many Thai Buddhists to ask, What is the role of golden stipas, Bud-
dha images, amulets, miracles, and merit-making within Buddhism? Critics of
the Temple viewed its marketing of amulets and miracles as signs of the cor-
ruption of the Buddhist tradition by the forces of global capitalism; Temple
elites and practitioners situated Dhammakaya amulets and miracles within the
tradition of Theravada Buddhism. These differing visions of Buddhism provide
us with an opportunity to analyze debates over Buddhist religiosity at a new
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moment in Thai history, as Thais grapple with the implications of living within
a global consumer culture.

'Theoretical and Methodological Considerations

A primary goal of this book is to demonstrate how Buddhist interpretations of
the relationship between piety and wealth are historically contingent and em-
bedded within authorizing discourses and within relations of power. Following
the suggestion of Charles Hallisey to approach Buddhist ethics historically
rather than searching for a single moral theory,* I do not seek to identify the
place of wealth in Theravada Buddhism. This task would presuppose that the
tradition has a single orientation towards wealth. Rather, I examine the rela-
tionship between wealth and piety historically: through Buddhist texts and
narratives, through expressions of piety, and within the broader field of dis-
courses about wealth and society at a specific place and time (postmodern
'Thailand). This approach enables us to ask, When and under what circum-
stances is the relationship between Buddhist piety and wealth described in fa-
vorable terms and when is it viewed critically in terms of decadence and
corruption? This question moves us away from our own assumptions about the
relationship between wealth and piety, and towards the historical analysis of
how specific Buddhists envisioned their tradition. In this way, my approach to
the topic of wealth and piety resembles Tessa Bartholemeusz approach to the
just war tradition in Sri Lanka.*” In her book, In Defense of Dharma: Just-War
Ideology in Buddhist Sri Lanka, Bartholemeusz effectively contextualizes both
just-war and pacifistic ideologies within the tradition. She argues that many
scholars of Sri Lanka have privileged the canonical narrative of pacificism in
their constructions of authentic Theravada Buddhism, “thus prompting us to
accept that imagined and ultra-pacific Buddhism as the real one.”*® Rather
than asking the question of why Buddhists today ignore their pacific roots,
Bartholemeusz focuses on the historical construction of varying forms of au-
thentic Buddhism—some of which justify violence, others that do not. As Ta-
lal Asad argues, anthropologists may note the conformity between the past and
the present but they must also examine the “practitioners’ conceptions of what
is apt performance, and of how the past is related to present practices, that will
be crucial for tradition, not the apparent repetition of an old form.”*

The primary case study of this book will be the Dhammakaya Temple,
which has effectively linked traditional Buddhist discourses on wealth and pi-
ety to contemporary practice and identity. On the one hand, I will argue that the
Dhammakaya Temple has successtfully incorporated a modern ethic of pros-
perity within its platform for personal and social transformation, while simul-
taneously emphasizing the traditional practices of meditation and merit-making
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(albeit in new ways). On the other hand, I will examine how the Temple’s col-
lective wealth and the wealth of its lay followers have led critics to question
their motivations, the integrity of their piety, and the legitimacy of their prac-
tice. My analysis of the Dhammakaya Temple and other cases of wealth and
Buddhist piety will not seek to either prove or disprove the authenticity of
pro-wealth forms of religiosity. The latter claim is especially important, as there
is a tendency for commentators to assume that any conflation of wealth and
piety is necessarily disingenuous.

An instance of this is Lise McKean’s book Divine Enterprise: Gurus and
the Hindu Nationalist Movement, in which she argues that there is an asym-
metrical exchange between renunciant gurus and their followers.*® This ex-
change system, according to McKean, is supported by moral arguments that
represent the gurus as disinterested and benevolent, and establishes relations
that “yield handsome profits for gurus.”!

Exchanges between devotees and gurus, like those between pa-
trons and Brahman ritualists, bear the promise of social use
value. ... Those who enter into these circuits of commodity ex-
change and consumption seek to profit by them. The ideology of
spirituality and renunciation makes it possible for gurus and their
religious organizations to not only mask the drive for profits that
underlies exchanges with followers but also renew the promise of
value which they offer to followers.*?

McKean’s analysis of guru wealth is informed by a Marxist perspective, from
which she seeks to highlight the domination and exploitation inherent within
these movements, as well as their failure to address so-called real problems. In
her analysis of Gayatri Parivar, a new religious movement in Hardwar, she ar-
gues that the movement portrays wealth as a product of hard work and a part-
nership with God, but that it presents no challenge to the problems of the
unequal distribution of wealth or mass poverty.

As true as this may be, we must ask the question, Does Gayatri Parivar
need to address these problems in order to be a legitimate religious organiza-
tion? McKean would answer in the affirmative, as would many other critics of
global capitalism. Such assessments, however, are steeped within specific ideo-
logical stances or religious beliefs about wealth and piety. The analysis of capi-
talism’s effect on Buddhism, for instance, is usually posed in terms of the
negative impact of capitalism on Buddhism—how Buddhist practices and ob-
jects become the means by which one accumulates and secures material capital
rather than tools that lead to the cessation of greed, hatred, and delusion. One
example of this approach is that of Phra Phaisan Wisalo, a “socially-engaged”

Thai monk, who writes:
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The distinction between religious faith and consumerism is be-
coming increasingly vague these days. Although religious worship
may involve physical objects such as Buddha images, living within
a moral discipline to keep oneself grounded in Dhamma is re-
quired in every religion. Nowadays, religious faith has been altered
to the degree that it means purchasing auspicious objects to wor-
ship. One’s faith (saddha) is no longer measured by how one ap-
plies it, how one lives their life, but by how many holy or sacred
articles one possesses.*®

'This is a fascinating analysis of recent changes in Thai Buddhism, but we need
to recognize that it is a religious reaction to these changes. Phra Phaisan
Wisalo is writing as a Buddhist monk, as a representative voice of Buddhist
orthodoxy. The value of material objects within a given religious tradition is a
subject of great debate within religious discourses, and it is a topic worthy of
exploration. However, the judgments themselves—such as this passage by Phra
Phaisan Wisalo—are the subject of my inquiry, not the basis for it.

As a result, I do not begin this book with an assessment that the
Dhammakaya Temple has, in fact, commercialized Buddhism nor do I seek to
prove that this is so, for this approach requires a judgment of what constitutes
authentic Buddhist religiosity. The identification of orthodoxy and orthopraxy
is an act of power, as is its use in the critique of the teachings and practices of
others.>* Talal Asad highlights the implications of this power in his “The Idea
of an Anthropology of Islam.”> He states that “[o]rthodoxy is crucial to all
Islamic traditions,” but anthropologists often overlook a vital component of it,
that “orthodoxy is not a mere body of opinion but a distinctive relationship—a
relationship of power. Wherever Muslims have the power to regulate, uphold,
require, or adjust correct practices, and to condemn, exclude, undermine, or re-
place incorrect ones, there is a domain of orthodoxy.”*® One who condemns the
Dhammakaya Temple’s marketing techniques as “commercialized,” therefore,
enters into the domain of the auzhorization of Buddhist orthodoxy.*” This is not
my intent. Rather, I am concerned with the dynamics of religious traditions—
how particular religious discourses and practices are situated in reference to
real or perceived pasts in order to authenticate (or reject) their place within the
tradition. Religious persons are, in the words of Thomas Tweed, constantly en-
gaged in processes of “crossing and dwelling” within their traditions.® Bud-
dhism, as with all religions, is not a static entity; it is continually created
through space and time. Thai Buddhists today “make religious homes” or con-
struct religious identities through interactions with a variety of textual, ritual,
artistic, and institutional traditions, personal and collective memories, and new
religious experiences. Whose voices are heard and by whom are historical ques-
tions of the utmost importance, and they require an examination of the fields
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of discourses—participants, consumers, strategies, and mechanisms—in the
context of their construction and dissemination.”®

The chapters in this book provide this kind of examination. Chapter 1
sets the stage for an analysis of Dhammakaya discourses on wealth and piety
by demonstrating the dynamic character of Buddhist renunciation itself, as
it is constructed within specific historical and cultural contexts. Once we envi-
sion Buddhist renunciation as a construct, we can then address how varying
discourses on renunciation affect attitudes towards wealth in the Buddhist
tradition—how monastic wealth, for instance, can serve both as an index of
prosperity and effective righteous rule and as a sign of decadence and the need
for monastic reform. Chapter 2 begins my analysis of the specific case of the
Dhammakaya Temple, which exemplifies the fusion of social and personal
prosperity and modern piety. This chapter examines the history and success of
the Temple within the context of modern urban Buddhism, and it offers sev-
eral explanations for the Temple’s phenomenal growth and popularity, in-
cluding its lineage of charismatic leaders (Luang Pho Sot, Khun Yay Ubasika
Chan, and Phra Dhammachayo) and its unique dhammakaya meditation tech-
nique. Chapter 3 examines the ways in which the Dhammakaya Temple uti-
lizes the narratives and practices of generous giving and merit-making in its
fund-raising for the Mahathammakai Chedi. One strategy is the linkage of
contemporary donors to the tradition of exemplary donors; they accomplish
this by inscribing the names of individual donors on the base of the Phra
Dhammakiya images, by distributing Phra Mahasiriratthat amulets to these
donors, and by telling the stories of donors in amulet magazines and at Temple
services. Chapter 4 presents the late 1990s controversy over Dhammakaya
teachings and practices as an example of a specific debate over the relationship
between wealth and piety. The controversy is set within the historical context of
the Asian economic crisis of the late 1990s, which spurred a heightened re-
evaluation of social and cultural institutions and values. Chapter 5 relates the
Dhammakaya controversy to the broader field of debate over the commer-
cialization of Buddhism, the marketing of Buddhism as a product for con-
sumption, and the effects of consumerism on contemporary Thai society. The
principal voices within this discussion are the late Bhikkhu Buddhadasa, the
well-known promoter of dhammic socialism; Phra Payutto, the most prominent
scholar-monk in Thailand today; Sulak Sivaraksa, the outspoken and controver-
sial social critic; Samana Phothirak, who was formerly known as Phra Phothi-
rak, the founder of the back-to-basics Santi Asok movement; Dr. Suwanna
Satha-Anand, Professor of Philosophy at Chulalongkorn University; and Phra
Phaisan Wisalo, abbot of Wat Pha Sukato. Finally, the Conclusion addresses
how the Dhammakaya Temple controversy served as rallying cry for religious
reform in postmodern Thailand.
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Chapter 1

Buddhism, Renunciation,

and Prosperity

Ancient Buddhism ... . is a specifically unpolitical and anti-political status
religion, more precisely, a religious “technology” of wandering and of
intellectually-schooled mendicant monks. Like all Indian philosophy and
theology it is a “salvation religion,”. . .. Its salvation is a solely personal act
of the single individual. ...
—Max Weber, The Religion of India: The Sociology
of Hinduism and Buddhism

The image of the solitary Buddhist monk, with his eyes cast downward and his
body in perfect meditative repose, squares well with the conception of Bud-
dhism as a religion of renunciation. The Buddhist tradition, in fact, embraces
this image in a number of ways. In Theravada societies the Buddha’s central act
of renunciation is reenacted each time that a young man undertakes ordina-
tion, going forth (pabbajja, Pali) from home to homelessness, holding a clip of
his hair in his hand as a senior monk shaves his head. Perhaps at no other time
is the dramatic shift from lay life to monastic life more pronounced than in this
initial act of ordination, for the acts of shaving the head and of donning mo-
nastic robes are the most clearly visual marks of the separation from ordinary
life. In addition, Buddhists, at varying times in history, have viewed the forest
monk—who adopts a stricter discipline in his path to perfection—as an exem-
plar of Buddhist practice and the purest source of merit for the laity.

There is no doubt that these images of renunciation also occupy a princi-
pal place in the minds of Western scholars. The classification of Buddhism as a
religion of renunciation emerged in countless descriptions of Buddhism in the
West, most notably in the work of Max Weber (1864-1920). In the quote that
opens this chapter, he described early Buddhism as a religion of “wandering
and intellectually-schooled mendicant monks,” whose individual quests for re-
ligious liberation are essentially personal and distinct from the “world of rational
action.” This characterization of Buddhism as essentially a religion populated

19
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with ascetic philosopher-monks holds a preeminent place in Orientalist con-
structions of Buddhism.!

As early as the 1960s, however, scholars of Buddhist societies began to
question the portrayal of Buddhism as essentially asocial, individualistic, and
otherworldly.? This questioning was spearheaded by the anthropological ex-
amination of Buddhism within lived societies. From this perspective, some
scholars criticized the Orientalist reliance on canonical texts, which tend to pre-
sent an essentialized image of Buddhist practice. Instead, these scholars suggested
that we use the full range of material available for analysis, including vernacular
texts and archeological and epigraphic evidence.? Other critics highlighted how
Weberian constructions of Buddhism ignored those aspects of the tradition
that speak directly to social, political, and economic issues.* This critique is not
only found in academic circles. It is also a common critique made by socially-
engaged Buddhists, such as Bhikkhu Buddhadasa, A. T. Ariyaratne, and the
fourteenth Dalai Lama, who argue that the tradition emphasizes dhamma-
inspired action within society.” Still other critics have noted that the portrait of
Buddhism as asocial, individualistic, and otherworldly has failed to represent
the living traditions of Buddhism around the world with their veneration of
Buddha relics and amulets and their stories of miracles and special powers.®

All of these critiques highlight the tendency in Western scholarship to
ignore the world-engaging aspects of Buddhism in descriptions of authentic
Buddhist doctrine and practice. One reason for this tendency may be our gen-
eral predisposition towards viewing religion as essentially otherworldly and
locating the essence of religion in canonical texts rather than in vernacular
texts, material culture, and embodied practice. Gregory Schopen argues that
this tendency in studies of Indian Buddhism reflects Protestant presupposi-
tions within Buddhist studies, suppositions that have influenced our method-
ology and analysis of Indian Buddhism.” In fact, Schopen posits that “our
picture of Indian Buddhism may reflect more of our own religious history and
values than the history and values of Indian Buddhism.” Such critiques are
not limited to Indian Buddhism. Ian Reader and George Tanabe argue that
studies of Japanese Buddhism have similarly privileged canonical constructions
of Buddhism, thereby devaluing and, in some cases, ignoring those practices
that reflect a world-affirming or world-engaging ethos.’ There is no doubt that
this tendency to ignore the world-engaging aspects of the Buddhist tradition
has had a profound and pervasive influence on Buddhist studies.

Having said this, our portrait of Buddhism would be equally incomplete
if we failed to recognize those strains of the tradition that do, in fact, resonate
with the portrait of early Buddhism as individualistic, asocial, and fundamen-
tally otherworldly. The narrative and social histories of Theravada Buddhism
possess innumerable examples of a world-renouncing ethos within the tradi-
tion, from the celebration of the Buddha’s renunciation on each Visakha Puja
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day® to the impassioned patronage of forest monks in South and Southeast
Asia. Indeed, in a recent analysis of early Buddhism, Greg Bailey and Ian Mab-
bett insist that the original message of early Buddhism, as articulated in the
Sutta Nipita, focused on asceticism and otherworldliness.

It can be called ‘ascetic’ because of its rejection of the world, but of
course the Buddha, unlike some of his contemporaries, rejected
deliberate self-mortification, or extreme asceticism; his is a middle
way, espousing calm detachment. In this view monks wander con-
stantly, rejecting all social ties. Their object is to obtain a transcen-
dent vision of the way things really are, abandoning all attachments
in every sphere. In the absence of attachment and ignorance, one
will cease generating karma, and thereby become enlightened and
escape the unending frustration and distress inseparable from
worldly existence.!

While Bailey and Mabbett recognize the place of ascetic Buddhism in the
Sutta Nipata, they nevertheless acknowledge that ascetic Buddhism existed
alongside social versions of the tradition, many of which emphasized public
practice and ritual, as well as devotionalism and magical powers. One of the
great strengths of their portrait of early Buddhism is that they demonstrate the
presence and competition among different forms of Buddhist religiosity dur-
ing this early period.

Given the diversity of religiosity that has always existed within Buddhist
communities, it should not surprise us that competing groups have promoted
varying ideas regarding engagement with the world (so-called this-worldly
orientations) and regarding rejection of world engagement (so-called other-
worldly orientations).!? When we examine specific Buddhist communities his-
torically, we see how multiple forms of Buddhism have competed with each
other, creating a tension between those elements of the tradition that empha-
sized and glorified (and patronized) forms of otherworldly asceticism and those
that favored domesticated monasticism and its relations to the wider society.!3
In fact, the Pali canon itself reflects a particular reading of the tradition during
a moment of increased competition between rival nikayas in Sri Lanka. The
Mabhavibira nikaya legitimated its authority and vision of Buddhist orthodoxy
and orthopraxy through the creation of the Pili canon. In so doing it promoted
its “conservative and/or reformist, text-oriented self-definition” against other
lineages who privileged different texts and indices of spiritual authority.!* In
addition to recognizing the plurality of Buddhist voices, it is also important to
note that specific renunciant groups rarely reflect an exclusively “this-worldly”
or “other-worldly” orientation. Buddhist monks and nuns through the centu-
ries have constructed their lives as Buddhist renunciants within a wide variety
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of social and cultural contexts. What constitutes a Buddhist life of renuncia-
tion, therefore, is highly dependent upon context.

'This chapter seeks to highlight the dynamic character of Buddhist re-
nunciation by examining instances of its practical construction—how renun-
ciation itselfis constituted vis-a-vis specific strategies and historical circumstances.
It would be a mistake to assume that renunciation has meant the same thing to
all Buddhists at all times. Most Buddhists throughout history would agree in
principle that renunciation is a valuable religious act, but there have been and
continue to be disagreements within Buddhist societies over the value of spe-
cific acts of renunciation. In Thailand, one of the principal differences between
the two Theravada nikai, the Mahanikai and Thammayutnikai, is that the latter
insists upon eating only one meal a day, whereas the former permits two. Ap-
propriate levels of renunciation are also negotiated within specific historical
contexts as new situations arise outside of the parameters of the Buddhist mo-
nastic code. Many Thai monks will honor the precept against handling gold
and silver by not handling paper money, but at the same time, they possess
personal bank accounts and use checks and credit cards. As a result, the image
of the proper Buddhist renunciant is similarly subject to interpretation. In some
contexts an emaciated monk wearing a tattered robe may symbolize height-
ened piety, whereas in others he may be perceived as a beggar, desperate for lay
generosity. It is within these varying constructions of renunciation that we may
begin to see different orientations towards wealth in the Buddhist tradition.

Buddhist Discourses of Renunciation

'The Pali word that is typically translated as renunciation is abhinikkhamana,
which connotes a departure, a moving away—hence the popularity of the phrase
“moving from home to homelessness” to signify Buddhist ordination. The Bud-
dha’s own journey from the princely life of luxury to the life of a wandering
mendicant is known as the mahabhinikkhamana (The Great Renunciation), an
event central to the Buddha’s hagiography. The Mahasaccaka-sutta provides one
version of this event:

Before my Awakening, when I was still an unawakened Bodhisatta,
the thought occurred to me: “The household life is crowded, a dusty
road. Life gone forth is the open air. It isn't easy, living in a home,
to lead the holy life that is totally perfect, totally pure, a polished
shell. What if I, having shaved oft my hair & beard and putting on
the ochre robe, were to go forth from the home life into homeless-
ness?’
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So at a later time, when I was still young, black-haired, endowed
with the blessings of youth in the first stage of life, having shaved
off my hair & beard—though though my parents wished other-
wise and were grieving with tears on their faces—I put on the
ochre robe and went forth from the home life into homelessness.®

Buddhist renunciation, as described in the Pali canon, places an emphasis on
the shift from a home-centered life, which includes marriage, children, and
productive labor, to a homeless life divorced from familial responsibilities and
financial obligations. In this vein, early Buddhist renunciation mirrored the
practices of other samanas (sramana, Sanskrit, literally one who strives) in
Northeast India in the sixth and fifth centuries BCE, who rejected not only
the householder’s life but also his primary mode of religiosity—the fire sacri-
fice that defined a householder’s ritual life.

In moving outside of the ritual sphere of the home, Buddhist renouncers
and other samanas redefined religious practice. They focused on personal disci-
pline through the perfection of technologies of asceticism and meditation. For
these groups, renunciation was not the summum bonum of religious practice
but rather the vehicle for the acquisition of religious truth and the catalyst for
a transformative ontological experience. The path of early Pali Buddhism, com-
monly referred to as the middle path (majjhima patipada), emphasizes the per-
fection of ethics (sz/a), concentration (samdidhi), and wisdom (paisia) over ritual
orthopraxy. In this version of Buddhist practice, renunciation is viewed not as a
necessary prerequisite to religious perfection but rather as a mode of practice
that is most conducive to religious perfection. It is possible in theory for a lay-
person to experience Buddhist perfection, but it is deemed to be highly un-
likely: Lay life is far too encumbered by familial and social responsibilities to
facilitate the perfection of ethics, concentration, and wisdom.

'The description of renunciation as a form of liberation from lay life is, in
fact, a dominant theme in Pali literature. One example is the story of the Ven-
erable Bhaddiya Kaligodha who continually exclaimed, “What bliss, What
bliss!” whenever he left society for a secluded tree or empty dwelling.'® When
the Buddha questioned the monk about his unusual behavior, Bhaddhiya stated
that his life as a king required him to guard his kingdom constantly. This was a
state of existence that created great fear and agitation within him. His life as a
monk, on the other hand, allowed him to dwell in peace, without the mental
disturbance of trying to secure his belongings. We can also locate the theme of
liberation in some of the verses in the Zherigatha, which describes the experi-
ences of nuns in the early community. The verse of Sumangala’s mother, for
instance, contrasts the bliss of renunciation with the life of a dutiful housewife,

who is tied to her pestle, pot, and husband.'” The stories of Bhaddhiya Kaligodha
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and Sumangala’s mother describe renunciation as an act of liberation from lives
that promote the mental states of fear, greed, passion, and aversion. These states
are undesirable not simply because they make our lives unpleasant, but also
because they bind us to multiple rebirths, and therefore are linked to the gen-
eration of suffering.

Scholars agree that renunciation in general was viewed as a positive and
effective practice for the religious path in early Indian Buddhism. Indeed, when
we look at the expanse of Buddhism’s history over the past 2,500 years, we can
say with some certainty that renunciation was and has remained a central fea-
ture in expressions of Buddhist piety, albeit not the primary one, since most
Buddhists remain within lay life. When, however, we question specific acts of
renunciation vis-a-vis the tradition, in so far as what does and does not consti-
tute an authentic act of renunciation, we need to do more than simply state
that renunciation is a central Buddhist practice. We must investigate the con-
texts in which these acts of renunciation take place in order to understand
better how renunciation functions within specific Buddhist communities.

In the early Buddhist community in India, Buddhist acts of renunciation
need to be placed alongside the religious practices of other renouncers and
brahmins with whom the Buddhist monks and nuns were competing for pa-
tronage. Comparisons and contrasts of varying types of religiosity are replete
in the Pali canon, including myriad references to other forms of asceticism and
religious practice. Discourses on renunciation in the Pali canon are highly con-
text sensitive in that they seek to prove the superiority of the Buddha’s practice
above all others. In the canon there are descriptions of religious persons who
renounced too much (the excessive asceticism of Jain renouncers was a com-
mon theme in early Pili texts) and those who renounced too little (brahmins
were depicted as greedy, wealthy, and corrupt). The followers of Gotama Bud-
dha, in contrast, renounced just enough, according to Buddhist texts, in order
to progress along on the path to nirvana without becoming overly attached to
specific practices.

But what is “just enough renunciation” To answer this question, many
scholars have turned to the Pili-vinaya. It is within the Sutta-vibhanga of the
Vinaya that we find the patimokkha, which lists the 227 rules of the bhikkbu
order (311 for bhikkhunis). But rules, however detailed, are always subject to
interpretation. Let us take, for instance, the injunction in the Vinaya against
the handling of gold and silver by Buddhist renunciants.!® Should one inter-
pret this rule to simply mean that a Buddhist renunciant should not touch
currency? Does it mean that renunciants should not be actively engaged in
trade? Or does it mean that members of the sangha should embody a virtue of
simplicity by lacking personal possessions? Scholars who rely exclusively on
the Pili-vinaya as the exclusive source for answers to these questions, will in-
evitably present a picture of Buddhist monasticism as one that embodies a
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spirit of poverty and simplicity. In a description of the general principles of the
Vinaya, Richard Gombrich, for instance, writes that “[t]he key to this life is
that victory over craving which results in ‘being content with little.’ This is the
attitude which must be cultivated, the attitude which lies at the heart of the
simple life. In practice, the simple life is based on owning the minimum of
property ... and also on that drastic simplification which results from cutting
the normal social ties to family and community.”!? The answers to these ques-
tions become less straightforward, however, if we examine them historically.
Gunawardana’s impressive analysis of the political economy of the sangha in
medieval Sri Lanka unequivocally demonstrates that some Buddhist renunci-
ants did not interpret the precept against handling gold and silver as a ban
against owning land and accumulating enormous wealth as landlords.?°

Gregory Schopen’s analysis of the Muilasarvistivadin-vinaya also raises a
number of questions regarding our interpretation of renunciation in Indian
Buddhism.?! In this Vinaya, which was utilized in northern India during the
Kusan period (fifth to sixth centuries CE), Buddhist monasticism looks very
different from its portrait in the Pali canon. It is commonly assumed that mo-
nastic ordination requires the renunciation of all personal property. Schopen
notes, however, that the Milasarvastividin-vinaya assumes that monks had
the resources to pay debts and taxes and compensate others for the destruction
of property. Moreover, this Vinaya refers to seals that distinguish personal
(paudgalika) property from communal (sdmgkika) property, as well as detailed
descriptions regarding the proper management of a monk’s property following
his death. From this analysis, Schopen concludes:

A great deal of the Muilasarvastivadin-vinaya takes for granted
that the monks it was meant to govern had and were expected—
even required to have personal property and private wealth. If
Buddhist monks were ever required to renounce personal prop-
erty—and there are good reasons for doubting this—they certainly
were not by the time the Muilasarvistivadin-vinaya was redacted.
Some Milasarvastivaida monk, those who were “well known and
of great merit,” were even expected to be quite wealthy. Rather
than suggest that such wealth should be renounced or avoided, this
Vinaya redacted detailed rules to transmit that wealth to other
monks and to shelter it from the state.??

Given this evidence, we should begin to rethink Buddhist monasticism in In-
dia and our general assumptions regarding Buddhist renunciation.

Such descriptions of monastic life are nothing new for scholars of Chi-
nese Buddhism. Monks in China have amassed personal wealth, cultivated
crops on monastic land, and engaged in business activities for centuries. Yet,
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scholars have tended to attribute these worldly practices to a general Chinese
dislike of religious renunciation and a result of the pervasive influence of Con-
fucian ideals on Buddhist practice, rather than to see them as intrinsically
“Buddhist.” While there is undoubtedly some truth in this assessment, we
should not attribute all world-engaging aspects of Buddhist monasticism to
outside forces. After all, Schopen’s analysis of Buddhist monasticism in north-
ern India presents similar images of world-engaging monks. At the same time,
we must recognize that these world-engaging monks did not exist without
controversy. As in the Pili canon, we find examples in Chinese history of con-
tested visions of Buddhist renunciation. John Kieschnick provides a descrip-
tion of some of the criticisms leveled against world-engaged monks in medieval

China:

The contrast between the austere ideal of the monk and the mate-
rial success of Buddhist monasteries was not lost on Buddhism’s
critics. A fifth-century monk-turned-critic questioned his former
brethren, asking, “Why is it that their ideals are [so] noble and far-
reaching and their activities still are [so] base and common? ...
[Monks] become merchants and engage in barter, wrangling with
the masses for profit.” One sixth-century critic complained of the
wealth and energy “squandered” to erect “elaborate temples.” For
“the teaching bequeathed by the Buddha called on his followers
not to cultivate the fields and not to store up wealth or grain, but
to beg for their food or clothing, and to practice the dhutangas.
'This is no longer true.” The criticism of what seemed rank hypoc-
risy continued into later periods. In the early seventh century, Em-
peror Gaozu, for instance, noted the contrast between the teachings
of Buddhism that “give priority to purity, distancing oneself from
filth, and cutting off greed and desire” and the “inexhaustible greed”
of monks intent on “amassing ever-greater quantities of goods.” Or
consider a famous eighth-century memorial by Xing Tipi submit-
ted in protest to imperial support for monastic construction that,
again, contrasted the “purity” and “self-denial” of Buddhist teach-
ings with the “vast halls, lengthy corridors” and “elaborate orna-
mentation” of Buddhist monasteries.?3

As we shall see, these criticisms are remarkably similar to those leveled against
the Dhammakaya Temple in contemporary Thailand. Debates over Buddhist
wealth and simplicity thrive today in Thailand as dramatically different con-
ceptions of Buddhist life collide.

In the academic study of religion, our task is not to judge whose level of
renunciation is more Buddhist, but rather to acknowledge that renunciation, as
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a category of religious practice, is subject to debate, discussion, and reflection.
The contestable character of Buddhist renunciation as an ideal and as an em-
pirical reality is aptly highlighted in “Matsii,” a short story by the Thai author
Sri Dao Ruang.?* The story concerns a young Thai woman who abandons her
children alongside a road after her husband leaves her. A police officer chas-
tises her for being an unfit mother. Matsii responds by asking why no one
questions these actions when they are committed by men. When the police
officer asks her who has committed such an act without censure, the young
woman responds: “Phra Wetsandon did it!”

The story of Phra Wetsandon (Prince Vessantara), the penultimate birth
story (jataka) of the Buddha, is well-known throughout South and Southeast
Asia. It relates how the bodhisatta as Prince Vessantara perfects the virtue of
generous giving (dina, a lay form of renunciation) through relinquishing his
kingdom, his wife, and even his two children to a series of strangers who re-
quest these gifts. The story of Prince Vessantara is known as the Mabdichat (the
great life) in Thailand and is recited annually by monks throughout the coun-
try. Charles Keyes correctly notes that there “is probably no Buddhist in Thai-
land beyond the age of ten or so who could not give at least a synopsis of the
story, and many people especially in villages, can quote passages in the same
way English speakers can quote parts of the Bible, or selections from Shake-
speare.”” A similar familiarity with this narrative exists in other Theravada
Buddhist cultures including Burma and Sri Lanka. Its popularity may be due,
in part, to the belief that hearing an entire recitation of the Mahachar will en-
sure a beneficial future birth—perhaps even rebirth during the time of Metteya,
the next Buddha.

Sri Dao Ruang’s reference to this story, however, highlights the ethical
ambiguities present within it.2® While this text is usually presented as a pre-
scriptive tale of generous giving, Sri Dao Ruang uses it to draw a contrast be-
tween Thai views of male and female acts of renunciation. In this story we
enter a world where women seldom renounce lay life and, when they do, they
fall under suspicion and ridicule. Female renouncers in Thailand (mae chi) are
rarely given the respect of a religious person and are often viewed as “aban-
doned” or “broken-hearted” women rather than religious virtuosos.?” Sri Dao
Ruang succeeds in linking this gendered subtext to the story of Prince Vessan-
tara. Matsii’s act of renunciation raises questions about the social implications
of renunciation (for both men and women) and highlights the culturally and
historically contingent character of Buddhist ideas about renunciation as a re-
ligious practice.

Buddhist renunciation, therefore, must be viewed historically. In the Pali
canon, Buddhist forms of renunciation are contrasted with the practices of other
competing groups in order to demonstrate the superiority of the Buddhist path;
here, Buddhist renunciation entails the rejection of both Brahmanical wealth
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and Jain asceticism. Descriptions of monastic practice in second-century India,
in the fifth and eighth centuries in China, and in medieval Sri Lanka demon-
strate that Buddhist renunciation did not entail the renunciation of a// prop-
erty, a fact of monastic life that led in some instances to the amassing of great
wealth. At the same time, we have voices within the tradition that have used
Buddhist teachings and narratives as a means for critiquing the accumulation
of property within Buddhist monastic life. These critiques tended to emphasize
the correlation between renunciation and simplicity. Finally, we must recognize
that Buddhist renunciation, in all its manifestations, is not always interpreted
as a pious act within the tradition. As the story “Matsii” highlights, the preju-
dices against eight- and ten-precept nuns in South and Southeast Asia attest
to the socially contingent character of Buddhist renunciation.

Wealth and Piety in Buddhist Texts

Debates about the character of Buddhist renunciation are nowhere more pro-
nounced than in discussions regarding the relationship between wealth and
Buddhist piety, as we saw in the section on monastic property. From the ideal-
ized portrait of an itinerant monk, divorced from the world and engaged only
in deep states of meditation, it is easy to conclude that Buddhism eschews
materialism and wealth—after all, the Buddha himself renounced his princely
fortune in his pursuit of an end to dukkha. As noted in the Introduction, the
portrayal of Buddhism as an essentially otherworldly philosophy has led many
either to ignore the place of wealth within the tradition or to undercut its pres-
ence by describing it as an unintended consequence of a devotionally driven
laity. In his seminal essay on ethics and wealth in Theravada Buddhism, how-
ever, Frank E. Reynolds effectively counters this assumption by noting that,
“Theravada interpretations of dhamma have, from the very beginning, incor-
porated a more or less positive valorization of wealth, including material re-
sources, monetary resources, goods, and services.”?® Two possible reasons for
the mischaracterization of Buddhist views on wealth in scholarship are the
continued impact of “Protestant presuppositions” in the study of Buddhism
and a selective reading of the canon based upon these presuppositions.?’

'This section, therefore, provides an overview of the many discourses on
wealth in the Theravada tradition from a variety of sources—canonical suttas
as well as jataka stories, local historical tales, and other types of vernacular lit-
erature. This is not an extensive review of all of the discourses on wealth, but
rather a sampling of discourses on two recurring themes: the possession of wealth
and the use of wealth. Some of the examples are philosophical and didactic in
orientation, whereas others are popular tales of wealth, piety, and beneficial
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rewards. These stories about the possession and use of wealth do not simply
relay past ideas about the relationship between wealth and piety; they also
continue to serve an important function within the tradition. As Charles
Hallisey and Anne Hansen argue, Buddhist narratives can have a transfor-
mative impact on the moral lives of Buddhists.>® Stories about the possession
and use of wealth are particularly important to Buddhist communities since
they directly relate to everyday religiosity. In subsequent chapters, we shall see
how Dhammakaya practitioners (Chapter 3) and Dhammakaya critics (Chap-
ter 5) employ different stories of wealth in their respective views of Buddhist
piety.

Discourses on the accumulation of wealth—through inheritance or one’s
activities in this lifetime—is one of the recurring themes in Buddhist dis-
courses on wealth. With regards to inheritance, Buddhists typically consider a
wealthy birth as an unequivocal sign of merit (bun, Thai; pusizia, Pali). Theravada
cosmology posits several realms of existence; within each, there are gradations
of possible rebirths that fall along a spectrum from better to worse. Not all
humans are equal, nor are gods, spirits, animals, or hell beings. A rebirth as a
bat that may have occasion to hear the dhamma from a monk who is dwelling
in its cave is by far a more favorable animal birth than that of a poor dung-
beetle whose opportunities are severely limited due to its mode of dwelling. In
the same vein, a human birth into a prosperous, healthy, and amiable family is
considered to be infinitely more meritorious than a birth into a poor, sickly,
and quarrelsome one. The correlation of familial wealth with past merit is evi-
dent in the biography of Gotama Buddha, who was born as a prince of great
wealth in both his last and penultimate births. The wealth of the Buddha func-
tions in his biography not only as an object to be renounced (as is often em-
phasized by Buddhists and scholars alike), but also as a sign of the great merit
that he had accumulated over innumerable lifetimes as he gradually moved
toward spiritual perfection. It is therefore not surprising that the Mahipadina-
sutta (Digha Nikdaya 14) describes the births of former Buddhas as sons of ei-
ther kings or brahmins. These are positions of unquestionable merit.3!

'The equation of wealth with merit is also seen in the Dhammapada Nis-
saya, a text from Northern Thailand that was commonly used as an educational
primer for monks.3? The text describes the main character, Mendaka, as a sezzhi
(wealthy person) who has abundant merit and wealth, which exceeds the five
other setthis.®® As Justin McDaniel argues in his analysis of this text, the con-
tinual restatement of Mendaka’s status as a wealthy person would make it im-
possible for one to forget that Mendaka was wealthy. McDaniel argues that this
reveals a strategy for memorizing important words and the main characters in
the text. For our purposes, the repetition may also reflect one reason why monks
memorized the text in the first place, that is, to emphasize the association be-
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tween merit and wealth, which was and continues to be a popular topic for
Theravada audiences.

If being born into a wealthy family is an unequivocal sign of merit, the
same cannot be said for the accumulation of wealth in this lifetime, an act that
may or may not be a sign of merit. Theravada discourses on wealth place an
emphasis on the means for acquiring wealth in the present lifetime. The Anana-
sutta instructs that one may experience the bliss of having wealth if it is ac-
quired through one’s own efforts in a righteous way.** This idea is found within
the vernacular texts of northern Thailand as well. Consider, for instance, the
Tamndin Doi Ang Salung, a pre-fifteenth century northern Thai chronicle, which
tells of the Buddha’s miraculous journey through northern Thailand. In it, we
have two vivid stories of wealth resulting from piety:

After the Buddha spent seven days at Doi Kung he came down
from the mountain and journeyed north through a forest for a dis-
tance of approximately 20,000 meters to the Mae Ping River. There
he met a Lawa farmer who was using a water wheel to irrigate a
field. When he saw the Buddha approach, he farmer unwound the
turban from his head, it miraculously turned into gold. Amazed,
the farmer said to the Buddha, “O, Blessed One, by your kindness

please reside here in the north with us.”

'The Buddha acceded to this request and stayed at a mountain to
the south of the Lawa village. The Lawa farmers offered the Bud-
dha two pots of rice curry. After the Buddha had eaten, the ara-
hant monks who accompanied him consumed the remainder of
the meal. When the Buddha and his disciples had finished eating,
King Asoka, the righteous ruler, spoke to the Lawa: “My dear
Lawa, there’s no longer any need for you to irrigate your fields with
a water wheel. If you take the precepts of the Buddha, there will be
sufficient food for you to eat.” The Lawa then took the five pre-
cepts from the Buddha. Upon returning to their home they found
that everything had turned into gold. Amazed, they exclaimed, “In
the past we worked our fingers to the bone and still didn’t have
enough to eat. Now that we have taken the Buddha’s precepts we
have found that everything has turned to gold. The Buddha’s pre-

cepts are precious, indeed! We will observe them all of our lives.”*

In this story, the farmers acquire wealth as the result of pious reverence for the
Buddha and the undertaking of the five precepts.

The acquisition of wealth, however, may be the result of unrighteous
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activity in one’s present life such as gambling, chicanery, and theft. The tradition
is equally clear concerning these modes of acquisition: wealth that is acquired
through unrighteous means is to be condemned. The karmic effects of such
negative activities may be actualized in one’s present life by the loss of wealth or
in the future by an unfavorable rebirth. In the popular version of the Phra Malai
story in Thailand (Phra Malai Klon Sua?), for instance, we are instructed that,
“Those who obtain the land of others through deceit and those who cheat oth-
ers through inaccurate weights and measurements go to a hell where the floor
is made of hot metal and a mountain of fire pursues them in all directions.”®

Buddhist discourses concerning the use of wealth are similarly context
sensitive. Those who possess wealth may use their wealth in ways that ensure
continued prosperity or they may squander their merit-rich wealth in unprofit-
able ways. With regard to these two scenarios, the canonical texts clearly state
that the proper maintenance of wealth involves a generous attitude towards the
sharing of wealth with family, friends, workers, and religious persons.’” In the
Adiya-sutta, we are explicitly told that acts of generous giving (dana) ultimately
lead to our happiness and a heavenly rebirth.3® The correlation between gener-
ous giving and a heavenly rebirth is also, by far, one of the most common
themes in vernacular Buddhist literature. The Jinakilamalipakaranam, for in-
stance, contains many references to kings who secured heavenly rebirths for
their acts of generous giving, such as “[t]he mighty King Abhaya who had ac-
cumulated great merit had a magnificent reign of fully twenty-four years and
then reached the excellent heavenly city of Tidiva.”® In the Camadevivamsa,
we are similarly informed of the fate of Queen Camadevi: “She performed
numerous meritorious deeds (pusisiani) such as the three righteous actions (su-
caritam),and upon her death she was born into the realm of the gods (devaloke).”*°
As we shall see in Chapter 3, the benefits of giving are numerous, and the
tradition has a long history of linking these benefits to generous donors who
are memorialized in textual narratives and in inscriptions on Buddha images,
stupas, and temples.

At the same time, Buddhist literature abounds in examples of wealthy
individuals who fail to give generously in their lifetime: Their hoarding always
leads to an unfavorable rebirth. The Buddhist texts are, in fact, replete with
stories relating the karmic effects of greed. In the Aggaisia-sutta (Digha Nikaya
27), the Buddha tells the Brahmin Vasettha about the role of greed in the evo-
lution (or devolution?) of the world,* which reinforces the idea that greed fu-
els the processes of samsdra and hinders one’s progress on the path. This
negative impact of greed on future lives is a common theme in the enormously
popular jataka tales. In the Saccamkira-jataka, for instance, we encounter a rat
and a snake who, in their past lives, were greedy men who were fearful of losing
their wealth; as a result, they suffer in the present as two of the lowest type of
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animals. In the Trai Phum Phra Ruang, a fourteenth-century text from the
Siamese kingdom of Sukhothai, we are told how greed can lead to the tor-
ments of hell. One may be reborn in Vetarani hell as a result of taking another’s
property by force. In this hell, the guardians “have clubs, large knives, lances,
swords, spears, and all kinds of weapons for killing, stabbing, shooting and
beating, all of which are made of fiery red iron....These beings suffer great
pain and anguish that is too much for them to bear.”*? In contemporary Thai-
land, stories of hungry ghosts—who are born into an existence of perpetual
hunger due to greed in a past life—abound in popular literature and film.

When one examines the myriad references to wealth in Buddhist litera-
ture, it is quite apparent that the assessment of wealth in the tradition is con-
text sensitive. In one passage we may read how wealth signifies the great stores
of merit that an individual has accumulated over several lifetimes; whereas in
another we are admonished not to be attached to our wealth, for such attach-
ment will ultimately lead to suffering in this life and the next. From within the
tradition, one might argue that this variability is because wealth in itself is not
worthy of praise or condemnation. Wealth is not inherently morally good or
bad. Rather, the tradition assesses wealth in reference to specific instances of
the accumulation, maintenance, and distribution of wealth: It is only within
these specific instances that one can judge whether wealth is ultimately viewed
as beneficial or detrimental to one’s present and future lives. Phra Payutto
(Phra Rajavaramuni), for instance, writes, “It is not wealth that is praised or
blamed [in Buddhist texts], but the way one acquires and uses it.”*> As we have
seen, there is much truth to this characterization of canonical attitudes towards
wealth, but at the same time, the chronicle traditions and recent history dem-
onstrate that varying assessments of wealth also reflect local power relations
and dramatically different understandings of Buddhist religiosity. This is evi-
dent in historical assessments of the relationship between social prosperity and
monastic life at particular moments in time.

Social Prosperity and Monastic Life

Academic analyses of the reciprocal relationship between the sangha and the
laity often include statements about the dangers inherent within this relation-
ship, especially the sangha’s amassing of wealth as a consequence of the gener-
osity of the laity.** Once again, this perception of danger rests upon a view of
Buddhist monastic life as essentially “otherworldly” in orientation. Buddhist
history, however, demonstrates that generous giving has produced spectacular
pieces of Buddhist art and architecture, has supported the creation and main-
tenance of Buddhist universities, and, most importantly, has provided an envi-
ronment conducive to renunciation.
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One of the greatest ironies of the Buddhist path is that renunciation re-
quires economic prosperity. A monk cannot abandon his economic role in the
family unless the family can sustain itself without him; and, more practically,
the monk cannot live the life of a renunciant without receiving material pa-
tronage from the laity. The viability of Theravada monasticism, therefore, is in-
timately connected to the prosperity of the social community that serves as its
principal patron. In the Cakkavattisihanida-sutta, which describes the qualities
of an ideal king, a righteous ruler must ensure that poverty is alleviated within
his kingdom, for poverty inevitably leads to theft, the breakdown of civil order,
and a crippling of the monastic community. Thus, the stories of generous kings
in the South and Southeast Asian chronicles are not merely statements on
royal piety and patronage, they are also stories about the fate of the sangha,
whose very existence is intimately connected to the rise and fall of powerful
kingdoms.

Buddhist history is peppered with stories of how the sangha declined in
its purity as a result of the lack of economic and political prosperity. One ex-
ample is the fate of the Thai sangha following the destruction of Ayutthaya by
Burmese forces in the eighteenth century. Craig Reynolds describes the sangha
during this period as in a state of complete disarray, a condition that was only
improved by the economic prosperity ushered in under the rule of King Rama I:

Amidst such impoverished conditions, what monk could maintain
a pure asceticism? Adherence to the Vinaya depended on prosper-
ous lay people whose alms would allow monks to live free from
care for their livelihood. Asceticism was possible only in prosper-
ous times, and Rama I fostered prosperity in agriculture and com-
merce by restoring political order. At the same time, he issued a
series of laws that defined ascetic life and reminded both monk
and layman that there could be no merit without a pure Sangha.®

Reynolds alludes to the idea that the amount of merit generated through acts
of generosity to the sangha depends upon the sa7ghd’s level of purity (visud-
dhi).* The purer the sangha, the more merit one accrues through patronage.
'The purity of the sangha may be measured in terms of the adherence to the
code of discipline or to the perfections of sila (ethics), samadhi (concentration),
and pa7ifia (wisdom), but this purity is impossible without a lay society willing
and able to support the sasigha. One index, therefore, of the sanghd’s purity is
the material state of the society in which the sangha dwells, not only the level
of adherence to the code of discipline (as in the Vinaya) by individual monks.
Debates over the possession of monastic wealth and the accumulation
and use of land, buildings, and monetary abundance by individual monks and the
sangha as a whole reveal differing conceptions about the relationship between
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wealth, piety, and society. If we look at the South and Southeast Asian chroni-
cles, we see how monastic wealth can serve as both an index of social and reli-
gious prosperity and an index of decadence; the latter can function as an impetus
for monastic reform and revival. In a review of attitudes towards wealth in
the Sinhalese chronicle tradition, Steven Kemper argues that the Mahavamsa
and Cilavamsa “never scorn wealth, but they condemn wealth as an end in it-
self.”* Individuals who possess wealth and who use it wisely to maintain order
and prosperity within the sangha and society are praised within the chronicle
tradition. This is especially true for kings, who are instructed to increase the
wealth of the kingdom. “The greater the amount of available wealth, the greater
the potential for doing good with it and for cultivating the virtue of non-
attachment.”® According to Kemper, when monks are chastised within the
chronicles, it is not for their possession of wealth per se, but rather because they
are deemed to be undisciplined, corrupt, and immoral. “The desired quality is
discipline, not poverty.”*

The process for identifying monastic abuses, however, is not always
straightforward since judgments of another’s self-control and discipline are
highly influenced by the relations of power between the judge and the judged.
Take, for instance, the sangha law issued in 1783 by King Rama I (r. 1782—
1809), which discouraged lay people from leaving material wealth to individual
monks. This law, like the other nine issued by King Rama I, sought to establish
“norms of conduct befitting the mutual relationship between monk and lay-
man.””® One might assume that this law represents a condemnation of monas-
tic wealth by the new king, but the reality is far more complicated. In this 1783
case, the king was responding to an incident when a female rebel, upon her
execution, left her possessions to an individual monk. Without informing his
superiors, this monk retained possession of the property, which normally would
have gone to the crown. Craig Reynolds argues that the king “used this inci-
dent to urge monks not to accept riches from lay people,” and that, while the
king could not stand in judgment of monks who received these gifts, he could
“exhort lay people to respect the world of the monastery with its special code,
and clarify the line between the monarch’s domain and the Buddha’s domain.”*

One could place the creation of these laws in the context of King Rama
I’s attempts to restore the integrity of the sangha after years of laxity and cor-
ruption. Klaus Wenk, for instance, describes the ten sangha laws issued by King
Rama I as attempts to “raise the moral level of this class and to restore its pres-
tige and authority.”? While this may be true, we might also interpret the law
as a response to rebel insurgents who left their possessions to sympathetic
monks rather than allowing the crown to garnish them. The ability of the state
to take the lives of rebels along with their possessions demonstrated the state’s
power and authority. In this specific case, these actions legitimized the rule of
King Rama I, who himself assumed the throne after the forced abdication and
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eventual execution of King Taksin (reigned 1767-1782). King Taksin had en-
dorsed a mystical form of Buddhism that divided the sangha between those
who supported his claims to religious authority and those who did not. Monks
who aided Taksin in his personal practice were granted high positions within
the sangha administration, while those who questioned his spiritual prowess
were demoted or defrocked. After Rama I became king, he sought to restore
normalcy to the sazngha. To this end, he demoted and defrocked monastic sup-
porters of Taksin and reinstated those who had been “unfairly” punished.*?
Rama I's admonition against rebels leaving their possessions to the sangha,
may then also be read as an act that placed the sangha with its mixed alle-
giances under his supervision and legitimated his authority as king. The central
issue may not have been an individual monK’s reception of property or posses-
sions from laypersons, but rather rebel money remaining outside of the control
of the crown. I am not suggesting that these sangha laws only had political
motivation or implications: They occurred within a sangha reform framework
that employed discourses on moral and ethical laxity, Vinaya violations, revi-
sions of the Tipitaka, and the blurring of distinctions between monks and lay-
persons. I am suggesting, however, that the wealth of an individual monk
became an issue for religious and political authorities when it was deemed
improper for a political rebel to leave possessions to a particular monk.

In South and Southeast Asia there is a long tradition of individual monks
receiving personal gifts from lay patrons. In fact, the Sinhalese Chronicles re-
count many instances whereby kings offered lavish gifts to monks, and the
“more accomplished the monk, the more lavish the gift (Mahavamsa 24.21-22,
n.2; Calavamsa 1.44-47).”>* In one instance, King Mahinda IV is reported to
have fed monks from the Arafika sect with “abundant and costly food with
various kinds of curries.”® In Thailand, one of the inscriptions by King Ram-
Khamhaeng (reigned 1279-1317) of Sukhothai reads, “The people of Suk-
hothai are charitable, pious and devoted to alms-giving. King Ram Khamhaeng,
the ruler of Sukhothai, as well as princes and princesses, gentlemen and ladies
of the nobility, men and women, all have faith in the Buddhist religion.”®

In conclusion, it is fair to say that at times generous giving to the sangha
was not deemed problematic by the religious and political establishments. At
other times, such acts were interpreted as corrupt and indicative of a decadent
sangha. Frank Reynolds succinctly captures the varying appraisals of wealth and
generous giving in his analysis of ethics and wealth in Theravada Buddhism:

In various Theravada countries there has been a continuing, cyclic
oscillation between periods of monastic accumulation supported
by the justification of monastic wealth and periods of monastic
reform accompanied by the condemnation of wealth. It is not
surprising that the accumulation of and justification of monastic
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wealth has often come to the fore in situations in which the mo-
nastic leadership has been closely affiliated, often by kinship, with
the political and economic elite. It is also not surprising that mo-
nastic reforms and the condemnation of monastic wealth have
often been initiated and supported by kings seeking to return mo-
nastic lands to the tax rolls.>’

When it was considered to be a problem, as during the reign of King Rama I,
the political and sangha establishments emphasized those aspects of the tradi-
tion that stressed voluntary poverty or collective ownership over and against
the traditional equation of wealth or patronage with merit. As we shall see, this
kind of thinking characterized the critique of the Dhammakaya Temple dur-
ing the Asian economic crisis. When generous patronage served the larger in-
terest of the establishment as a sign of the establishment’s legitimacy and
profitable rule, however, a vibrant and materially thriving sangha was lauded as
a sign of social well-being and religious righteousness.

Renunciation, Economic Ethics, and Social Action

in Modern Buddhism

These varying appraisals of monastic wealth demonstrate how religious dis-
courses on wealth and prosperity are fundamentally linked to broader social,
political, and economic discourses within societies at specific historical mo-
ments. In order to reconstruct the economic ethics of the early Buddhist com-
munity, for instance, we must consider canonical discourses on wealth and
prosperity in the light of relations between Buddhist monks and potential pa-
trons as well as between Buddhist monks and their religious competitors. This
allows us to assess the positive value of wealthy patrons—in whose ranks the
wealthy king is a patron par excellence—not only as a religious statement on
the nature of karma (wealth equals merit), but also as a powerful strategy for
securing patronage for the Buddhist sangha in a highly competitive religious
market. Buddhist evaluations of wealth, whether affirming or critical, are situ-
ational and embedded within power relations.

Buddhist views of wealth, prosperity, and development in the modern era,
therefore, reflect the historical realities of life in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. This was a period of European and Japanese colonialism and imperi-
alism, global Christian proselytization, nation-building, and religious reform.
As Asian societies have encountered the forces of modernization, a plethora of
Buddhist voices have engaged in debates over national, social, and personal
prosperity; economic issues; and social justice. The contours of these debates in
Buddhist societies have variously been informed by historical circumstances
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(for instance, whether or not the country was subject to colonial rule), the
strength of the polity, and the internal dynamics of the social structure. In the
modern era, monks have often stood at the forefront of these discussions, as-
sessing not only the state of Buddhism in a given society but also how a particular
social, political, and economic system either reinforces or undermines Buddhist
values and goals. Sometimes the injection of monastic voices into social debates
is welcomed with overwhelming support by the government and civil society;
at other times such interjections by monks considered to have renounced
“worldly” concerns are viewed as corrupt practices, as violations of the Vinaya.>®
Once again, specific historical and cultural contexts influence the ways Buddhist
economic ethics and the role of the monk in promoting them are defined.”
Buddhist socialism in twentieth-century Burma provides one example of
a modern Buddhist economic ethic. While Burmese socialists drew narratives
and ideals from the Buddhist tradition, their platform of Buddhist socialism
emerged from within the historical circumstances of modern Burma. As with
other countries in the region, Burma had been subject to British colonial rule
and hence deeply affected by the political, social, and economic changes fostered
by European colonialism. It facilitated international commerce, which connected
Burma and other Southeast Asian states to an emergent capitalist system in
Europe. The supply of Southeast Asian goods to the world market was profit-
able for the European colonial powers, but it destabilized local economies.®
Modern economic “reforms,” did not benefit the average Burmese farmer; one
could argue that these reforms made Burmese farmers more, rather than less,
economically destitute.®! British colonialism coupled with Japanese occupa-
tion during World War II left the Burmese economy in ruins by the middle of
the twentieth century. It is within this colonial context that we must situate the
voices of Buddhist millenarian groups, such as the followers of Saya San, who
believed that the next Buddha, Metteya, would soon restore order and prosper-
ity to Burma, as well as the voices of Buddhist socialists who combined central
themes in Buddhist philosophy with the powerful discourse of Marxism.®?
One representative of Buddhist socialism in Burma was U Ba Swe, the
second Prime Minister of Burma (1956—57), who supported a synthesis of key
Buddhist principles with Marxism. U Ba Swe viewed Marxism as an interpretive
framework for understanding the “political economic conditions of suffering that
must precede the Buddhist quest for ultimate liberation from suffering.”®® By
extension, the creation of a Marxist society would lead to the elimination of
injustice and poverty and create a society conducive to following the path.
This social order was called pyidawha or “Happy Land,” and it drew
upon discourses of the relationship between social prosperity and religious
attainment.®* This ideology was supported and promoted by U Nu, the popular
Prime Minister of Burma from 1948-1956,1957-1958, and 1960-1962. In his
essay, “Kyan-to Buthama,” U Nu argued that greed, hatred, and delusion (i/esa)
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are economic inequalities, and economic reform was the only way to eliminate
them. He criticized capitalism for turning people away from Buddhism and
underlined how socialism could provide an environment conducive to meditat-
ing on the impermanence of all things (anicca). He viewed the renewal of soci-
ety as a return to a more perfect past and used ideal images from the canon as
a charter for his own reform.®

As Buddhist socialism was emerging in Burma, the government-sponsored
sangha in Thailand had a radically different orientation towards economic de-
velopment. Far from being an impediment, the Thai establishment placed the
sangha at the forefront of ushering in economic reform.? The co-option of the
'Thai sangha by capitalist forces occurred within a context of aggressive nation
building by the political establishment. The government not only exerted tight
control over the sangha as evidenced in the passing of the 1962 Sangha Act,
but also used the sangha as a messenger of Thai nationalism, as a force against
communist and ethnic separatism.

During this time, the sangha was involved in two government programs
whose aims were to foster a sense of national identity and strengthen ties to
the centralized political establishment.®” The first program, established by the
Department of Religious Affairs in 1965, was the thammathut (dhamma mes-
senger) program, which sent monks to north and northeast Thailand with a
message of national development. The thammathut monks described develop-
ment projects, such as building schools, improving roads, and constructing
bridges, as merit making activities. This positive message of social-uplift was
meant to counter the influence of dangerous insurgencies. The second program
was the thammacarik (dbammacarika, Pali; dhamma travellers) program, which
was started in 1964, aimed to convert tribal groups, such as the Meo, Yao, Lisu,
Lahu, Akha, Karen, and T’in peoples, to Buddhism. The religious aims of the
program were directly linked to the government’s desire to foster a sense of
national community among these disparate groups, which could then serve
economic and political ends.®® While some observers questioned the effective-
ness of this program because of the difficulties of language and cultural transla-
tion, the program nevertheless stood as a symbol of the government’s use of
the centralized sangha as a means for promoting national interests.

During the turbulent 1960s and 1970s, there was tension within the coun-
try between those who viewed communism as a tool against western imperialism
and those who viewed it as a threat to national survival. Monks were embroiled
on both sides of these debates. One of the most vocal advocates of the conserva-
tive, anticommunist side was Phra Kitthiwuttho: He cofounded Nawapol, an
extreme right-wing movement with close ties to the military elite; and founded
Chittapawan Buddhist College, which was rumored to be a training camp for
right-wing Khmer rebels. He became infamous for allegedly claiming that the
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act of killing communists produces no negative karmic effects. In one interview
Phra Kitthiwuttho explained his stance on communism by stating that Bud-
dhism may be tolerant of other religious views, “but the Lord Buddha also said
that people should not associate themselves with incorrect thoughts.”® Phra
Kitthiwuttho’s right-wing political ideology accompanied a view of Buddhism
that emphasized the relationship between material and spiritual development.
Like his more liberal contemporaries, he urged members of the sangha to be-
come more active in social and economic development. At Chittapawan College
he established a rice-milling operation that he saw as a solution for economically
depressed farmers who were losing too much money through the avaricious in-
volvement of middlemen. In response to the question of whether monks should
be actively involved in development endeavors, Phra Kitthiwuttho stated: “In
many developed societies of the West and in Japan, religion is nothing but cere-
mony, empty of meaning ...Is there a danger of this happening in Thailand,
with its speedily developing economy and higher education? Certainly not, tech-
nology and science will further Buddhism as the guiding light.””® As Phra Kit-
thiwuttho espoused the compatibility of the Buddhism with technology, science,
and capitalism, other monks were equally vocal about the dangers of modern
capitalism to Buddhism and Thai society as a whole. Those monks who dared to
question the direction of the government were labeled as communist sympathiz-
ers, the most notable being Bhikkhu Buddhadasa (Phra Phutthathat) and Phra
Phimontham. Both of these monks criticized the rigid anti-democratic structure
of the sangha and, by extension (though not directly), the authoritarian govern-
ment of General Sarit Thanarat.

Phra Phimontham was a pro-democratic monk who faced persecution
by the government and sangha establishment for his political views and pro-
motion of religious reform. In the 1940s he criticized Prime Minister Phibun
Songkhram for initiating a policy barring communists from being ordained as
monks, arguing that this ban was not in accordance with Buddhist principles.
He eventually faced persecution under the ecclesiastical authority of Sangharaja
Plot Kittisophana and his cabinet (Khana Sangkbhamontri). The charges leveled
against him included allegations of violations of the Vinaya’s prohibition
against sexual conduct, but serious doubts surrounded these allegations. Phra
Phimontham was not disrobed, but he was removed as abbot of Wat Mahatat.
Two years later he was arrested “on charges of being a communist and a threat
to national security,” was forced to disrobe, and was held in jail for four years
(1962-1966) until a military court cleared him all of the charges.”

Bhikkhu Buddhadasa (Phra Phutthathat), who was arguably Thailand’s
most well-known modern reformist monk, was similarly criticized for his alleged
support of communism during the regime of Sarit Thanarat. It was especially
Buddhadasa’s formulation of “dhammic socialism”—which emphasized “the
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good of the whole, restraint and generosity, respect and loving-kindness”’>—
that was taken by some to be communist in orientation, even though Buddhadasa
himself emphasized the need for a centralized government (a dictatorial form
of dhammic socialism). In fact, Buddhadasa explicitly stated that Buddhism
was neither capitalist nor communist in orientation,”> but given the political
climate of Southeast Asia in the 1960s and 1970s, his “revolutionary” reinter-
pretations of the dhamma and his critique of contemporary society led some to
question his political allegiances.

The political establishment labeled both Phra Phimontham and Bhik-
khu Buddhadasa communist sympathizers because they challenged the status
quo during a period of tumultuous unrest in Southeast Asia. Phra Phothirak’s
critique of the religious and political establishment in the 1970s and 1980s,
however, emerged in a different social context: He attacked the culture of cap-
italism in modern Thailand and the effects of Western imperialism during a
period of unprecedented growth and prosperity. As the government was es-
pousing the rhetoric of developmental capitalism, Phra Phothirak openly criti-
cized the effects of materialism on Thai society. He created an alternative
community called Santi Asok that embodied moderation, interdependent liv-
ing, and selflessness. The “back to basics” ideology of Santi Asok has led some
commentators to compare the Santi Asok movement to fundamentalistic
trends in other religious traditions.”* Swearer argues that this movement
“strives to strip away the ‘chaft” and return to the ‘fundamentals’ or essence of
Buddhism,”” a posture that distinguishes Santi Asok monks from what some
Thai Buddhists view as an “extremely lax and commercialized clergy.””®

Phra Phothirak’s vision of a new counter-community led him to con-
demn many common social and religious practices that signal ethical laxity and
excessive consumption. Santi Asok members, for instance, abstain from eating
meat, from using stimulants such as alcohol, cigarettes, and coffee, and from
engaging in sexually promiscuous behavior. Phra Phothirak also rejects those
religious practices that in his opinion are based on magic and superstition, such
as image veneration and the sprinkling of Buddhist “holy” water. These prac-
tices, in his opinion, run counter to the ethos of Buddhist practice and foster
the trade of money for merit. In the same vein, Santi Asok has a strict policy
regarding the reception of donations. Potential donors must visit the Santi
Asok center at least seven times before their offerings are accepted,; this is done
in order to separate what Phra Phothirak considers to be genuine donations
from those that are merely inspired by a desire for making merit.””

As with Phra Phimontham and Phra Phutthatat, Phra Phothirak faced
persecution at the hands of the sangha establishment. In his case, however, he
was forced to disrobe on charges of defying and distorting the sangha’s disci-
pline. He remained a renouncer, initially donning the white robes of a pious
layperson rather than the standard saffron-colored robes of Thai monks, and
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assumed the title, Samana Phothirak. In Chapter 5, I will revisit Bhikkhu
Buddhadiasa and Phra PhothiraK’s interpretations of Buddhist thought and
practice and their critical reading of contemporary Thai society in relation to
questions about religious consumerism and the commercialism of Buddhism.
At present, however, I want to emphasize that all three monks raised pointed
questions about the negative influence of modernizing capitalist forces within
the kingdom, the ways in which Thai society had embraced the global ideology
of progress and prosperity, and its reliance upon a Western platform of devel-
opment.

More recently, this Buddhist critique of modernism and the processes of
modernization has manifested itself within ecological circles. Environmental-
ist monks (phra nak anuraksa) in Thailand have sought to raise awareness of the
profound ecological impact of such processes on the environment, most nota-
bly the logging industry.”® At the forefront of these discourses is Phra Prajak
Kuttajitto, who utilizes Bhikkhu Buddhadasa’s formulation of dhammic social-
ism for a strategy of conservation. Phra Prajak gained national attention in
1991, when he criticized the government’s plan to relocate poor settlers from
degraded forest lands under the pretense of saving Thailand’s forests from in-
creased encroachment. In Phra Prajak’s view, the aim of this program was to
foster monoculture commercial tree farming.”® As with other progressive voices
in 'Thailand, however, Phra Prajak became embroiled in controversy, was ar-
rested, and eventually disrobed.

These contemporary Buddhist discourses are critical of modernity and
the processes of modernization. They stand in stark contrast to the dominant
political forces that have used the sangha to counter the forces of communism
within Southeast Asia. These radically different stances to economic policy
demonstrate how the sangha can serve concurrently as both an index of and a
counteragent to modern constructions of development and prosperity. The re-
lationship between Buddhism and varying notions of prosperity, therefore, is
intimately linked to larger social and political issues.

Cults of Prosperity in Postmodern Thailand

Today, Buddhist evaluations of wealth must be situated within the context
of an ever-complex global economy as some Buddhists enjoy new forms of
prosperity while others grapple with the realities of unfair wages, devalued
currencies, and the exploitation of the poor. The new cults of prosperity that
have grown and proliferated especially in urban areas in Thailand over the past
two decades reflect this new social environment and global economy. Thai-
land’s economic boom in the 1980s and early 1990s “created a mood of na-
tional confidence that influenced all aspects of social, cultural, and religious
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life.”8® A number of new religious movements and charismatic-based cults, which
reinforced the correlation of spirituality with material prosperity, emerged within
this context. Three of the most prominent were the cults of King Rama V, the
Erawan Shrine, and Luang Pho Khun. Like many similar new-age movements
that have sprung up in the latter twentieth century in the West, each “contrib-
utes to the economic well-being of the individual as a spiritually empowered
producer,”! emphasizing the synergy between spiritual power and one’s ability
to succeed financially. They make no distinction between religious and this-
worldly goals. With the cults of King Rama V and the Erawan shrine, lack of
a distinction between religion and finance fits neatly within the ethos of a Thai
civil religion that is inherently this-worldly in orientation. In the case of the
cult of Luang Pho Khun, however, we see a fusion of the power of Buddhist
renunciation with modern Thai capitalism.

Devotion to the spirit of King Rama V (r.1868-1910) gained promi-
nence in the early 1990s as many middle-class urban Thais sought to access the
power of prosperity associated with him. Reverence for King Rama V has oc-
cupied a predominant space in modern Thai consciousness: He is lauded as the
king who created the centralized modern nation-state of Thailand and as the
king whose political savvy saved the country from European colonization. In
the 1990s, this portrayal of King Rama V as a national hero became linked to
the quest for personal success in contemporary Thailand. Photographs and im-
ages of King Rama V adorn Thai offices, classrooms, and homes. Amulets bear-
ing his image are distributed along with amulets of famous monks and Buddha
images. Devotional acts of piety are openly displayed at his large bronze image
in the center of Royal Plaza in Bangkok’s old city. Devotees offer flowers, can-
dles, incense, and bottles of Thai whiskey each Tuesday evening (the day of
King Rama V’s birth) with services lasting throughout the night. These acts of
veneration are not merely expressions of Thai patriotism, they are acts that link
devotees to the culture of success that surrounds one of their most beloved kings.

In a more overt synthesis between piety and wealth, devotees of the
Erawan Shrine at the Grand Hyatt Erawan hotel seek to have their wishes
granted and gain tangible wealth, success, and power through their offerings
and acts of devotions to the image of Brahma (Phra Phrom), a Hindu deity
associated with acts of creation. The shrine was first built in the early 1950s
after a series of misfortunes plagued the construction of the Union Thai Hotel.
When the workers at the site refused to continue their building efforts, an as-
trologer was consulted. He argued that the name Erawan (the name of the
three-headed elephant upon whom Brahma rides) had come to him in a vision
and indicated that the construction project needed to be under the protective
powers of the god Brahma. As a result, the builders erected an image of Brahma
on the grounds. After its erection, the hotel became an enormous success, and
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years later when the hotel became the Grand Hyatt Erawan hotel, the Brahma
shrine became even more associated with Thailand’s modernization and pros-
perity.8

What is particularly striking about the cult of the Erawan shrine is that
its power is intimately connected to the hotel and its astounding success. While
other images of Brahma are located in Bangkok, most notably at the World
Trade Center, they are not patronized by Thais in the manner at the Erawan
shrine. Thais who pass by the shrine often show reverence to the image by wai-
ing it (placing their hands together and bowing their heads), which is a com-
mon scene on buses and in cars at the intersection of Ratchaprarop and
Ploenchit roads, or by purchasing small wooded elephants that are offered to it.
Dancers who are proficient in ram thai (traditional Thai dance) perform regu-
larly at the shrine at the request of devotees whose wishes have been granted.
Lottery ticket vendors line the outside of the shrine as do beggars, street per-
formers, and large numbers of tourists.

The cult of Luang Pho Khun Pharisuttho, abbot of Wat Ban Rai, simi-
larly reflects the growth of prosperity movements in late twentieth-century
Thailand, but unlike the cults of Rama V and the Erawan Shrine, it combines
contemporary economics with traditional discourses of charismatic power. In
Southeast Asia, tales abound of monks who develop miraculous powers such as
prophecy, healing, and protection as the result of their advanced meditation
and ascetic practice.®® Those whose powers are especially potent often become
the object of cultic adoration. This is the case with Luang Pho Khun, who “has
become the focus of a national cult which emphasizes the acquisition of wealth
and power.”® One cannot go very far in Thailand without seeing an image of
Luang Pho Khun. Stories about him abound in popular magazines, glossy
photographs of him are on display in stores and taxis, and his image is repro-
duced on amulets that adorn the necks of many pious Buddhists. Luang Pho
Khun’s transformation from local monk to “a cultural icon, approaching the
status of a living patron saint of the Thai economic boom”® is due to a number
of factors, including traditional ideas concerning spiritual authority, the role of
the media, the correlation of Luang Pho Khun with capitalism, and his rela-
tions with prominent politicians and members of the royal family. Prior to his
national prominence, Luang Pho Khun was known for his strict ascetic prac-
tice in Northeast Thailand and his “down to earth” demeanor. After he was
linked to miraculous rescue stories in 1993, his name achieved national recog-
nition. The first “rescue” involved the use of one of his amulets to help free a
woman from a concrete block after the collapse of the Royal Plaza Hotel in
Khorat. The second story involved a young woman who jumped from the third
story of a building on fire, all the while grasping her Luang Pho Khun amulet
in her hand. She survived while over 200 of her coworkers perished in the
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disaster. Reports of the miraculous powers of the amulets spurred an incredible
demand for them and created a multimillion baht industry.5

As we shall see in Chapter 5, Luang Pho Khun’s amulets are considered
not only as protective agents but also as conduits for wealth. In fact, the name
“Khun” means ‘to multiply,’and the ability of his amulets to multiply good luck,
good fortune, and wealth is widely claimed. Ascribed with this special power,
the monetary value of many of these amulets has dramatically increased. Ac-
cording to one report, the price of some amulets went from a mere twenty baht
to a price ranging from 1,000 to 10,000 baht.” The names of some of these
amulets include: “rich for sure,” “multiplying wealth,” “requesting an increase
in wealth,” and “paying off debts.”®

'The phenomenon of Luang Pho Khun highlights the importance of ex-
amining Buddhist conceptions of renunciation within specific historical and
cultural contexts. Luang Pho Khun’s amulets refer explicitly to worldly success,
but his persona remains that of a detached ascetic who neither favors nor dis-
approves of wealth. “Khun appears to epitomize the Buddhist monastic ideal
of detachment, being in but not of the world, acting as a disinterested channel
for redistributing funds from often wealthy donors to the needy.” The fact
that Luang Pho Khun receives patronage from high-ranking government and
military officials and members of the royal family demonstrates how establish-
ment forces with the kingdom legitimize Luang Pho Khun’s application of
Buddhist power to this-worldly spheres of activity. In fact, many politicians
have sought association with Luang Pho Khun during election campaigns, in-
cluding Chatichai Choonhaven and Chavalit Yongchaiyudh, two former Prime
Ministers of Thailand.

'The popularity of Luang Pho Khun is especially intriguing given the fact
that the Dhammakaya Temple similarly links the power of traditional asceti-
cism with worldly success in contemporary Thai society. While Luang Pho
Khun’s distribution of money-making amulets has spurred debate over the ap-
propriateness of such practices (as it has in the Dhammakaya controversy), he
has not yet had to bear the personal attacks leveled at the abbot and assistant
abbot of the Dhammakaya Temple. One reason may be the fact that, while
many of funds derived from donations have gone towards buildings at Wat
Ban Rai, many more have also been directed towards charities and the poor, a
fact which tempers criticisms of his own personal interest in donations. In ad-
dition, and perhaps more importantly, the visit of the King and Queen to Wat
Ban Rai in 1995 quashed many criticisms of Luang Pho Khun in the press.
Their public patronage legitimated his sanctity.
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Conclusion

This chapter has examined multiple constructions of Buddhist renunciation in
Buddhist texts and practices. Rather than positing an orthodox rendering of
renunciation and using this reified concept as a means to gauge the practices of
monks and nuns at specific historical moments, it is far more fruitful and his-
torically accurate to approach renunciation as a constructed practice heavily
dependent on context. Buddhist communities debate the merits of different
acts of renunciation within specific historical and cultural contexts; these acts
are not self-evident reflections of authentic Buddhist piety.

It is within these constructions of renunciation that we may begin to see
the varying attitudes towards wealth in the Buddhist tradition. Buddhist dis-
courses concerning the accumulation or renunciation of wealth do not simply
refer to this-worldly or otherworldly orientations but rather to broader inter-
pretations of wealth within society. As we shall see in the ensuing chapters, the
Dhammakaya Temple developed during a period of unprecedented growth
and prosperity within Thailand; in contrast, the nationwide controversy over
the Temple’s wealth and marketing techniques emerged out of a radically dif-
ferent historical context—the Asian economic crisis, in which the correlation
between wealth and piety assumed center stage in Thai public discourse.
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Chapter 2

Modernity, Prosperity, and the
Dhammakaya Temple

While many in the West envision the ideal Buddhist monk as a forest-dwelling
renunciant cut off from the obligations and concerns of worldly life, the reality
of Buddhist renunciation has always been and continues to be far more varied
than this idealized portrait would lead us to believe. In the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, for instance, Buddhist communities debated the role of
monks in political, social, and religious reform. In Sri Lanka, Anagarika Dhar-
mapala argued that monks needed to be “a Buddhist army” to usher in neces-
sary religious and social reforms in modern Sri Lanka;! whereas Balangoda
Ananda Maitreya, one of the dominant voices of contemporary Sinhalese Bud-
dhism, adamantly disapproved of the politicization of the sangha.? In Burma,
U Nu’s socialism fostered a politically engaged sangha, while under his succes-
sor, General Ne Win, “[m]onks were just simply surgically removed from the
body politic, like diseased flesh.” In modern Thailand, the thammathut and
thammacarik monks were messengers of the dhamma (dharma, Sanskrit) in the
service of political centralization, while other monks, such as Phra Achan Cha,
served the nation through an exemplary life of religious piety and purity in the
forest tradition.

In the contemporary postmodern period, debates over the politicization
of the sangha have continued, but they have been accompanied by a host of
other questions about the role of monks in public life, especially the relation-
ship of the sangha to an ever-changing global public. In recent years a number
of stories have surfaced in the international media that testify to the changing
face of Buddhist monasticism in the twenty-first century. In November of 2005,
The Nation reported on a new site for religious instruction in Thailand.

In an attempt to bring people closer to religion, the ministry is
considering a plan to provide “monk zones” in department stores
where shoppers can meet monks. “The project will be called ‘Meet
the Monks in a Quiet Corner’,” said Culture Minister Uraiwan
Thienthong . . . “Nowadays people have no time to go to temples,

47
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only shopping malls, so if we provide the opportunity they can get
closer to religion,” she said.*

While monks in Thailand are preaching in malls, Buddhist monks and nuns in
Tokyo are taking to the fashion “runway,” wearing colorful, embroidered, and
elaborate robes, in an attempt to attract younger people to the religion.’

These remarkable examples illustrate the perceived need by some Bud-
dhists to repackage Buddhist instruction in ways that may be appealing to new
audiences. The rationale for having monks in Thai malls and on Tokyo runways
is the same: to attract a new generation to the Buddhist tradition. Advocates
view these new sites and methods for religious instruction as a requirement for
the continuation of the tradition. As a result, we witness an enormous growth
in the use of new media technologies for religious instruction throughout the
world, from temple websites and television channels to religious podcasts and
ringtones.

What these changes represent and how they are received within a given
society depend on how they are marketed to their respective publics and the
broader historical contexts out of which they emerge. In this chapter, the emer-
gence and success of the Dhammakaya Temple is analyzed within the context
of postmodern Thai Buddhism, a context that reflects the institutional and
educational sangha reforms of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as well
as the vibrant diversity of contemporary Buddhist practice and popular Thai
religion. Exploring the growth of the Dhammakaya Temple through its his-
tory, lineages of authority, and distinctive practices reveals several reasons for
its phenomenal material success, especially the fusion of its meditation practice
with an ethic of personal and social prosperity. The Dhammakaya Temple
identifies itself as a “modern temple for a modern age,” but it does not entirely
reinvent the dhammic wheel. As with other modern religious movements, it
chooses to present itself as modern in select ways, whether by employing a
contemporary aesthetic, using new technologies, or reinterpreting key doc-
trines and practices through a modern lens. At the same time, however, the
Temple is always engaged in a dialogue with the past, as it repackages Bud-
dhism for a new public in the present.

'The fact that modern religious movements reflect their traditional pasts
as well as their current contexts is evident in the case of two other new Bud-
dhist movements in Asia, Soka Gakkai in Japan and Foguang Shan in Taiwan,
both of which share striking similarities with the Dhammakaya Temple in
‘Thailand. All three groups have grown exponentially in the postmodern period
as they have sought to make Buddhism relevant to the contemporary world.
This shared goal may be one reason why the Dhammakiya Temple and
Foguang Shan have maintained close relations for over a decade; in fact,
Dhammakaya publications refer to Foguang Shan as a “sister temple.” The
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active and highly effective proselytization of all three groups has fostered criti-
cism concerning their teachings, methods of instruction and proselytization,
and impressive size and material wealth. At the same time, while all three
groups make claims of modern relevancy, they simultaneously emphasize the
continuity of their doctrine and practice with the traditions of Buddhism from
which they emerged.

Soka Gakkai (the Value-creating Society) emerged in 1930 as a social
movement devoted to the educational theories of Makiguchi Tsunesaburo
(1871-1944), who promoted the cultivation of happiness through “goodness,
beauty, benefit or gain.”® As Makiguchi became increasingly devoted to
Nichiren Buddhism in the 1930s, Soka Gakkai began to adopt a more reli-
gious focus.” The fact that Makiguchi and his disciple, Toda Josei (1900-1958),
were imprisoned for failing to embrace the nationalistic Shinto of the state
testifies to their high level of commitment to Nichiren Buddhism. Although
Makiguchi died in prison, Toda used his prison experience to strengthen his
commitment to Nichiren Shoshu. Following his release, he dramatically trans-
formed Soka Gakkai into a “new religious movement” with an active agenda of
proselytization. According to Metraux, this revamped Soka Gakkai “promised
happiness, meaning in life, and the comfort of close group membership to the
restless, rootless, searching, and deeply frustrated people of postwar Japan.”®
Soka Gakkai’s enormous growth in the 1950s and 1960s demonstrates how
this optimistic religious message of prosperity appealed to many in postwar
Japan. At the same time, the religious organization faced criticism in Japan for
its antagonistic stance towards other religions, its controversial method of
proselytization (shakubuku), its support of the Komeito party, and its tense re-
lations with the Nichiren Shoshu priesthood. Following a series of controver-
sies in Japan, the president of Soka Gakkai, Ikeda Daisaku, resigned his post in
1979 and created Soka Gakkai International (SGI) in order to focus on global
proselytization.

SGI now has a significant international presence, with centers around
the world. It has been particularly successful in the United States, drawing
support from both immigrant and convert communities. One reason for its
global success is its effective use of modern technology and marketing tech-
niques, and the popularity of its religious message: Through the power of reli-
gious chanting (“namu-myo-ho renge-kyo”—Praise to the Wonderful Dharma
of the Lotus Sutra) one can gain this-worldly benefits that range from health
and wealth to world peace.” This stance towards contemporary prosperity
strikes a popular chord with SGI practitioners; at the same time, it sounds a
warning bell to critics who question the motives and religious integrity of the
organization as it amasses substantial material resources. Barrett argues that
this type of “materialistic philosophy” can be summed up as, “Chant ‘Nam
myoho renge kyo’ and ask for a new car.”!? Critics reject this mechanistic form
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of Buddhist practice outright, while SGI members nuance the power of the
chant by stressing that through religious practice one might “receive inner
peace and understanding of why you don’t actually need a car.”!! Like other
so-called this-worldly religious organizations, SGI promotes a varied religious
orientation that combines traditional discourses on non-violence, compassion,
and selfless action with modern discourses on the promotion of “peace, culture
and education through personal change and social contribution.”?

Foguang Shan (Buddha’s Light Mountain) is another example of a pop-
ular Buddhist organization that has adopted a positive stance towards moder-
nity, but unlike Soka Gakkai, it began as a Buddhist temple and has retained a
significant monastic component. Since 1967, when construction of the temple
began, Foguang Shan has grown into one of the most prominent temples in
Taiwan with over 100,000 members. Stuart Chandler estimates that between
8 and 12 percent of Taiwan’s population has some affiliation with Foguang
Shan.!® Foguang Shan has an impressive international presence as well, with
organizations in over 170 countries. Its popularity is due, in great part, to the
charismatic power of its founder, Master Xingyun, and his promotion of a form
of “Humanistic Buddhism,” which focuses attention on the creation of a this-
worldly Pure Land through religious education, acts of charity, and social pro-
grams.!* In traditional forms of Pure Land Buddhism, Buddhist practitioners
seek to be reborn in Sukhavati, the Pure Land of Amitabha Buddha, which
they view as a place that is perfectly conducive to awakening and liberation.
Here the focus on an otherworldly Pure Land is premised on the belief that
the present world is so corrupted and steeped in delusion that beings are un-
able to progress on the path to awakening through their own efforts. Modern
Humanistic Buddhism, in contrast, is far less critical of our present age. Rather
than focusing on rebirth in another realm, they champion the idea of creating
a Pure Land on earth today through the fostering of democracy, human rights,
moral responsibility, and concern for the environment. Their discourses focus
on progress rather than degeneration.'

Foguang Shan’s positivist and activist stance towards the present era in-
cludes, as in the case of Soka Gakkai, the embracing of modern technology—
especially modern communication and transportation. According to its
members, Master Xingyun “was among the first Buddhist monastics to use an
automobile, slide projector, and radio and television transmission.”® Today,
Foguang Shan also makes use of the Internet for the dissemination of infor-
mation about the organization and its teachings. While many Buddhists in
Taiwan accept the adoption of new technologies for Buddhist instruction,
some are critical of the use of modern conveniences by Foguang Shan clerics,
in particular, the use of air conditioners in temples. For the critics, the use of air
conditioning undermines the spirit of renunciation and simplicity; practi-
tioners, however, insist that the Buddha himself adopted new technologies.
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Foguang Shan apologists further insist that the monastic life is just as austere,
if not more, than other monastic residences in Taiwan.”

These criticisms of Foguang Shan’s use of air conditioners are no doubt a
reaction to the organization’s overall positivist stance toward modernity and
the current capitalist economy. Chandler argues that Master Xingyun’s under-
standing of true equity (zhenzheng de gongping) emphasizes individual talents
and hard work, and therefore promotes a this-worldly asceticism reminiscent
of Weber’s Protestant ethic (which of course runs counter to Weber’s assess-
ment of Buddhism and Chinese religions). “Master Xingyun sees nothing
wrong with making money and becoming rich, so long as one has done so in a
moral way and shares the benefits of one’s property with others.”'® According
to Chandler, “Master Xingyun in particular and the Foguang monastic com-
munity in general serve as a paradigm of Buddhist capitalism . . . Foguang clerics
exemplify the capitalist spirit at its very best: they are a highly organized, dili-
gent labor force, remaining fugal in personal life, but daring to expand the ho-
rizons of their “occupation.”” As in the cases of other pro-capitalist religious
figures and organization, detractors question the motives of Foguang Shan and
its rapid accumulation of wealth and power. Supporters, however, view the ac-
cumulation of material resources as a means for continued growth and ability
to spread the message of “Humanistic Buddhism” around the globe. In fact,
while many Buddhists in Taiwan view positive assessments of wealth in mech-
anistic terms—the better Buddhist you are the more wealth you accumulate—
Master Xingyun criticizes this interpretation as a misinterpretation of the law
of cause and effect and the centrality of intention.?

Master Xingyun’s clarification of his views on wealth is instructive for
our analysis of the relationship between piety and wealth in the modern era.
His emphasis on intention is perfectly consistent with the normative Buddhist
interpretation of the laws of karma. So, while his positive stance towards capi-
talism is a reflection of his contemporary historical context, his views on wealth
direct our attention back to normative ideas within the tradition. In examina-
tions of “new religious movements” there is a great tendency to overstate the
newness of these movements in order to highlight the current dramatic social,
political, and economic changes that seem to have produced new forms of reli-
gion. In so doing, we often fail to see the myriad of ways in which modern re-
ligious organizations are actually bearers of their traditions. In the case of
Foguang Shan, this is one of its “selling points.” Foguang Shan presents itself
as a carrier of traditional Chinese culture, which appeals to Buddhists living in
Taiwan—especially those who suffer from a “mainland complex” (dalu gingjie)
and those who live abroad in non-Chinese dominant cultures.?!

Soka Gakkai and Foguang Shan share a vision of transforming this
world through a stance of engagement with modernity. Both movements are
“modern” but they offer a sophisticated balance between traditional discourses
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and practices, and modern technologies, values, aesthetics, and lifestyles. De-
spite these similarities, their respective platforms of religious truth and activ-
ism reflect the historical particulars of each movement. Soka Gakkai in Japan
emerged out of a post-World War II context, in which the power of prosperity
resonated with many against the devastation of losing a war. Foguang Shan
materialized in Taiwan in a cultural context that embraced democracy, capital-
ism, and material progress over the communist ideals of mainland China. In
both cases, material prosperity is viewed as a sign of social, cultural, and reli-
gious regeneration.

'The Dhammakaya Temple and Modernity

The Dhammakaya Temple resembles Soka Gakkai and Foguang Shan in its
positive orientation towards modernity. As the Thai economy transitioned
from a traditional agricultural society to an export-oriented, industrialized,
modern society in the 1970s and 1980s, the Dhammakaya Temple emerged as
one of Thailand’s largest and wealthiest temples by drawing its base from the
urban and educated communities that benefited financially from this economic
transition. While other new Thai Buddhist groups, such as Suan Mokh and
Santi Asok, sought to foster an ethos of simplicity and moderation during this
period of unprecedented economic prosperity and development, the Dhamma-
kaya Temple embraced an ethos of modernity, prosperity, and personal trans-
formation. This ethos resonates throughout the Dhammakaya Temple, through
its massive, contemporary structures that occupy an impressive 2000 rai (800
acres); the unabashed display of wealth by its monastic leaders, who travel in
luxury automobiles and wear imported Swiss robes; and its conspicuous hon-
oring of generous donors with titles and special perks.

The Dhammakaya Temple began in 1970 as a satellite samnak (medita-
tion center) of Wat Paknam, a well-known Mahanikai temple in Thonburi. The
founder of the Dhammakaya meditation group was Khun Yay Ubasika Chan-
dra Khonnokyoong (1909-2000), a student of Luang Pho Sot (1884-1959),
the popular and much respected abbot of Wat Paknam in Thonburi who
“rediscovered” the meditation technique that leads to “knowledge of the
dhammakaya” (wicha thammakai). In 1977, the samnak became an official waz
(temple) within the Mahanikai ordination lineage. Khun Yay’s star meditation
pupil, Phra Dhammachayo, became the Temple’s first abbot, and together with
Phra Tattacheevo, the assistant abbot, they helped the Temple to grow from a
small off-shoot meditation center to Thailand’s fastest growing temple. On
Buddhist holy days, such as MakhaBucha and Wan Kathin, the Temple has
drawn over 100,000 people from across the country and from around the world,
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and it has opened over twenty international centers in Europe, North America,
the Middle East, and East Asia.

Scholars have described the Dhammakaya Temple variously as a middle-
class reform movement with ties to the establishment,?? a fundamentalistic
form of Theravada Buddhism,? a reaction to changing socioeconomic condi-
tions and the conservatism of the sangha establishment,?* and even a new ur-
ban religious cult.?> Although each description has its own emphasis, they all
share an approach that links the Dhammakaya Temple to a broader discussion
of the emergence of new Buddhist reform movements in modern Thailand.?
Some attribute the growth of reformist movements to the “pressures of mod-
ernization, secularization, and the integration of local societies into a world-
wide economic and communications network,”” whereas others suggest that
this growth is linked to the emergence of groups “outside of and in opposition
to the traditional political establishment.”?8

Given this paradigm of change and opposition, the literature tends to
emphasize the “new-ness” of the Dhammakaya Temple. For this reason the
Temple is commonly classified as a new religious movement in contrast to
normative Theravida Buddhism.? The Dhammakaya Temple clearly resembles
other new religious movements in its focus on a specialized form of practice, in
this case, dhammakaya meditation.*® The visualization method and its object,
the dhammakaya, set the Temple apart from the mainstream sangha, which
promotes standardized versions of samatha and vipassana meditation and which
endorses a traditional Theravada interpretation of dhammakaya as the body of
dhamma (the teachings of the Buddha or the sum of his perfections as a Sam-
masambuddha, a perfectly awakened one). The Dhammakaya Temple aggres-
sively markets its distinctive practice in Thailand and around the globe. Through
the Dhammakaya Foundation, the Temple promotes its activities on the radio,
television, and the Internet; on billboards; in newspapers; and through mass
mailings. The Temple’s proactive marketing has proven to be a resounding suc-
cess as evidenced by the number of people who attend its services from around
the country and the world.

While the classification of the Dhammakaya Temple as a new religious
movement highlights its unique message and style, this designation brings
with it two significant problems.3! First, the classification of a religious move-
ment as new necessarily infers a departure from what the community deems to
be normative. This can lead to the perception that the “new religious move-
ment”is a deviant form of the religion.3? The Dhammakaya Temple recognizes
this tendency and adamantly opposes the use of the term “new religious move-
ment” to define it. Such a label is, moreover, inherently political for it not only
classifies particular expressions of a religion as “inauthentic,” but also creates a
divide between that which is deemed as representative of the tradition and the
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Ceremony Inside the Dhammakaya Meditation Hall. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

new religious movement. In the case of the Dhammakaya Temple, this labeling
runs counter to its identity and stated goals. As we shall see, the Temple has
taken great strides to ensure that it remains within the Mahanikai fold and
thereby maintains favorable relations with the establishment. The second prob-
lem created by a distinction between new religious movements and the main-
stream is an obfuscation of those elements of the movement that do in fact
resemble what we might classify as normative.33 As seen in the following quote,
the Dhammakaya Temple markets itself as both traditional and modern.

'The Buddhist temple traditionally has a significant role in the Thai
community. The temple is a centre to teach and exemplify ethical
practice that is an implicit part of everyday life....This temple
perpetuates the temple’s traditional role but is characterized by ad-
herence to the Dhammakaya tradition of meditation and adaption
of traditional values to modern society.>*

The Temple at once embraces modern technology and aesthetics while simul-
taneously cultivating what it considers to be traditional values.> In fact, it is
this effective blending of the traditional with the modern, as seen in the Tem-
ple’s meditation practice (this chapter) and merit-making (Chapter 3), that has
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attracted thousands upon thousands of middle-class, college-educated urban-
ites to the Temple’s teachings and practices.

The Dhammakaya Temple does not overtly use the language of reform,
but it does seek to advance its distinctive form of Buddhist practice “to im-
prove the lives of [its] followers, to strengthen the religion, and to bring pros-
perity to the nation.”® In a manner similar to Soka Gakkai and Foguang Shan,
as well as to the prosperity gospels of prominent Christian evangelicals and the
“health and wealth movement,”’ the Temple links personal and communal
success to the application of Buddhist truths to one’s everyday activities. Tem-
ple publications are replete with stories of how dhammakaya practice can help
students to prepare for college entrance exams, transform wayward teens, cul-
tivate confidence in professionals, and bring families together. In short, the
Temple emphasizes its ability to address issues central to modern life. Temple
representatives argue that while other temples in Thailand are losing support
due to the inability of their monks to address the needs of a modern populace,
the Dhammakaya Temple has undergone unprecedented growth.

The Dhammakaya Temple embodies modernity in its art, architecture,
and marketing techniques. The Buddha image, Phra Dhammakaya, which
is displayed in the Ubosot and on the Dhammakaya chedi, is distinctively

Phra Dhammakiya Image, Ubosot Hall, Dhammakaya Temple. (Photograph by Rachelle M.
Scott.)
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modern. It lacks the typical Thai features and styles of dress that are commonly
found on Thai images. Its buildings and landscaping embrace a contemporary
aesthetic, from its clean, quiet, and orderly appearance to the absence of mean-
dering stray dogs and cats or monks smoking cigarettes openly in public.’®
The organization of the Temple’s administration employs current business
practices, using state-of-the-art media in its advertising campaigns. And un-
like other 'Thai temples, lay practitioners dress in distinctive uniforms with
Dhammakaya insignia or in T-shirts imprinted with popular slogans such as
“world peace through inner peace.”® The phenomenal growth of the
Dhammakaya Temple effectively demonstrates how one Thai temple’s efforts
to “adapt traditional values to modern society” have made it central to the lives
of its practitioners.

The roles and functions of Buddhist monasteries in modern Thailand
have often been linked to the dramatic social, political, and economic changes
of the twentieth century. Some commentators describe these changes in terms

Ubosot Hall, Dhammakaya Temple (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)
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A Dhammakiya Foundation Promotional Image. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

of the processes of secularization—that monasteries are increasingly being
consigned to the private sphere and are therefore losing their influence in such
areas as education and local politics.** Others emphasize that these changes
reflect the renewed spirit or reformist ethos of modern Thai Buddhism.*!
Whether these changes are viewed in a negative or positive light, there is no
doubt that substantial institutional changes have occurred within the Thai
sangha over the past century and a half, and that these changes have had a
profound influence on the roles and functions of temples within their broader
communities. Richard O’Connor describes the institutional change in modern
'Thai Buddhism in terms of a shift from the influence of local temples (waz,
Thai) within distinct communities to a sangha-centered religion.*> With this
institutional shift, local temples no longer serve as the educational and social
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centers of communities; local customs have been superceded by national Bud-
dhist examinations, national holidays, and national rankings; and popular
monks are no longer merely local exemplars but rather national icons who re-
ceive national patronage.

While we can trace this trend over the past few decades, it is now
apparent that postmodern temples and religious organizations such as the
Dhammakaya Temple seek to reestablish the wat-as-community model.** The
Dhammakaya Temple has built an international World Dhammakaya Center,
serving hundreds of thousands of practitioners within and outside of Thailand
by fusing elements of “traditional Thai Buddhism” with an ethos of prosperity
that is perfectly suited to this new society. Its vision is to create a temple com-
munity in the traditional sense of a waz as the “moral, social and symbolic
centre of a community.”* In so doing, it partially distinguishes itself from the
sangha-centered mainstream by promoting its distinct practice and authoriz-
ing tradition.

Modern Reform and Religious Authority

Historians typically trace modern religious reform in Thailand back to middle
of the nineteenth century, to the reforms of King Mongkut, Rama IV (reigned
1851-68). King Mongkut spearheaded this reform through the creation of a
new ordination lineage in the Thai sangha, the Thammayutnikai (adhering to
the dhamma order), which was modeled after the strict practice of the Mon
tradition. As its name implies, the Thammayutnikai was founded as an alterna-
tive to the Mahanikai, the order that Mongkut characterized as those of long-
standing habit.* The Thammayutnikai represented a more authentic form of
Buddhist practice since it adhered more strictly to the monastic discipline pre-
sented in the Vinaya. Thammayut monks, for instance, were to eat only one
meal a day (in contrast to the two meals by Mahanikai monks), rely exclusively
on alms food, and drape their robes over both shoulders. Thammayut monks
were also expected to attain a high level of proficiency in both meditation and
scholarship, two areas where the standards among Mahanikai were thought to
be lax. In terms of preaching, Thammayut monks employed an extemporane-
ous style in the vernacular, whereas Mahanikai monks continued to use the
elite language of Pili in standardized sermons.*

King Mongkut’s creation of the Thammayutnikai followed an established
pattern of sangha reform in Theravada Buddhism, that is, purification of the
sangha through a renewed adherence to the Vinaya. While Charles Keyes sug-
gests that King Mongkut’s reforms were “as radical a reformation of Theravada
Buddhism as that instituted by Martin Luther or John Calvin,” Mongkut’s

reforms were in fact consistent with the tradition’s own mode of reformation,
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which focused on an enhanced faithfulness to the dhamma-vinaya. Contrary to
Keyes” implication, King Mongkut’s reformist sect did not provoke the same
kind of political and religious turmoil as the Protestant Reformation in Eu-
rope. In fact, the Thammayutnikai did not receive recognition as a legitimate
nikai until the reign of King Mongkut’s son, King Chulalongkorn (Rama V,
reigned 1868-1910), and while the Thammayut order did grow after its found-
ing, most men continued to be ordained as Mahanikai monks. King Mongkut’s
reforms did serve, however, as an impetus for the structural and educational
reforms of the twentieth century, and the Thammayut order was one means for
their implementation. These reforms were facilitated not only by Thammayut
monks in royal temples in Bangkok, but also by Thammayut pariyar (scholar)
monks who utilized the lineage of forest monks such as Acharn Man to estab-
lish Thammayut monasteries in northeast Thailand.*® Their co-option of the
northeastern thutong (dhutanga, Pali) tradition by Thammayut officials, how-
ever, was not a simple or unproblematic undertaking. Regional differences and
alliances made religious reform a long process, and the prejudice against re-
gional practices did not help to facilitate the process.

'The reign of King Chulalongkorn brought with it substantive changes in
the religious as well as political, social, and economic spheres. This was a time
of nation-building, and sangha reform was one index of and vehicle for the
centralization of national authority and identity in Bangkok. As Tambiah notes
in his analysis of modern sangha reform, political stabilization in the nine-
teenth and twentieth centuries led to the increased regulation of the sangha
by political authorities.*’ The Sangha Act of 1902 “provided for a hierarchical
ecclesiastical structure with positions of ecclesiastical governor generals, pro-
vincial governors, district governors, all filled by monks. This hierarchy paral-
leled the civil administrative structure.”° King Chulalongkorn himself appointed
the major abbots at the royal temples in Bangkok, whereas lower level govern-
ment officials approved the appointments of lower abbots made by ecclesiasti-
cal officers. The Act also specified that monks were to be registered and have
fixed residences. Tambiah describes this creation of a church-like organization
for the regulation of the sangha as one indication of the trend towards political
subordination of the sangha.’!

In modern Thailand, as in earlier centuries, Buddhist doctrine and prac-
tice is not only diverse—it is often polemical. Since 1902 there have been at-
tempts by the national government and ecclesiastical authorities to centralize
religious authority or, rather, to homogenize Buddhist practice through a re-
formist platform. With the stated purpose of improving knowledge of the
dhamma-vinaya, religious authorities implemented a national ecclesiastical
exam system in 1911.This exam was based primarily on the textbooks written
by Prince Wachirayan (1860-1921), the half brother of King Chulalongkorn,
head of the Zhammayut order and Supreme Patriarch.>? These books included
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Putthasatsana Suphasit (select Buddhist sayings), Phuttaprawat (the life of the
Buddha), Winayamuk (entrance to the Vinaya), and the Nawakowat (instruc-
tions for newly ordained monks and novices). Prince Wachirayan’s interpreta-
tion of Theravada doctrine, therefore, functioned as a modern equivalent to
Buddhaghosa’s fifth century CE masterpiece, the Visuddhimagga (Path of Pu-
rification), which similarly standardized Buddhist orthodoxy and orthopraxy.
According to one biographer, Prince Wachirayan’s texts filled an important
void; at that time there was a shortage of bhikkhus who possessed “a sound
basis of knowledge or a reasonable faith consistent with the spirit of Bud-
dhism.” The biographer continues by describing Buddhist education at the

time of Prince Wachirayan:

Buddhist education was then rather an individual affair, with each
taking the subjects he liked in the way he pleased. Most were satis-
fied with what had been traditionally done and were practically
unable to distinguish the special characteristics of Buddhism from
other faiths. Thus in many cases they preferred only the superficial
aspect of the truth, with a consequent laxity in Vinaya and igno-
rant distortion of the Dhamma. Even the way bhikkhus preached
was haphazard and the language used was generally too old or too
high to appeal intelligently to the ordinary mind. The examination
procedure in Buddhist education was still conducted orally and in-
dividually, there being as yet no written examination.’®

From this biographer’s perspective, Prince Wachirayans orthodoxy rectified
the heretical and decadent tendencies of the sangha.

As mentioned earlier, the implementation of sangha reforms in the
countryside proved to be a daunting task for the Bangkok officials. In a book
on the forest tradition in modern Thailand, Kamala Tiyavanich paints a con-
vincing portrait of the tensions between modern establishment Buddhism and
regional Buddhist traditions.”* In the northeast, sangha officials from Bangkok
were highly critical of the practices and way of life of most northeastern monks.
“Regional monks organized festivals, worked on construction projects in the
wat, tilled the fields, kept cattle or horses, carved boats, played musical instru-
ments during the Bun Phrawet festival, taught martial arts—and still were
considered respectable bhikkhu (monks) all the while.”> Sangha officials from
Bangkok viewed these practices as improper and not consistent with the mode
of life outlined in the Vinaya. Sangha officials also criticized the preaching
methods of many northeastern monks. In one report cited by Kamala, a sangha
inspector reported that “most monks preach about alms giving, generosity, pre-
cepts, and moral conduct. Basically, the monks’ sermons consist of jatakas, es-

pecially the Great Birth story.”*® As noted in Chapter 1, the Mahachat (the
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Great Birth) is the penultimate birth story of the Buddha as Prince Vessantara,
who perfects the virtue of generosity (dana). The popularity of this jataka, as
well as the emphasis on jataka stories in sermons, was indicative of regional
Buddhism in the north, south, and central regions as well. In general, reformist
sangha officials viewed these sermons on jataka stories as more of a form of
entertainment rather than as expositions on dhamma. Kamala notes how the
reformers insisted that “sermons be sober and didactic,” and she suggests that
such reforms engendered sermons that were “abstract, dry, alien, and irrelevant”
to the lives of lay people. The result was that attendance at sermons “dwindled
to a ritual of merit making.”’

'This clash of ideas over proper monastic practice led to conflicts over the
location of Buddhist authority in the twentieth century. Reformers sought to
diffuse this problem by implementing a policy that forbade local abbots from
ordaining novices or monks without the approval of a Bangkok-appointed
preceptor; constructing a new set of symbols to judge the merits of a particular
monk, including honorific fans and ecclesiastical titles; and judging the efficacy
of particular abbots based on the size and cleanliness of their wats, the number
of monks under their tutelage who passed the naktham and Pali exams, and
their adherence to the Bangkok ritual calendar.’® Subsequent sangha legisla-
tion also sought to address the issues of authority. The 1941 Act democratized
sangha authority by locating power within an assembly of monks, while the
1962 Act reverted back to a hierarchical structure with the Supreme Patriarch
(Sangharat, Thai; Sangharija, Pali) as the central authority. Over the past two
decades progressive monks and Thai intellectuals have increasingly called for
sangha reform. Contemporary reformist rhetoric focuses on the feudalistic
characteristics of current establishment Buddhism and its inability to address
modern needs and problems. Like other reformist movements in Theravada
history, modern establishment Buddhism authorized a new Buddhist ortho-
doxy and a new means of propagation. In the modern Thai context, this autho-
rizing project entailed the development of a new structure (administrative
organizations), a new voice of authority (a national Sangharaja), and a new
standard for measuring orthodoxy (national exams and ranking system). While
pervasive, these reforms did not eradicate regional differences or bases of power.
In fact, there were movements that rejected these national reforms. Critical
responses to modern establishment Buddhism did not simply offer contrasting
interpretations of dhamma; they endorsed alternative sources for religious
authority.

In northern Thailand during the 1920s and 1930s, for example, a move-
ment arose around Khruba Srivijaya (1878-1939), a well-respected monk
who was thought to possess extraordinary merit (phu mi bun) and saintliness
(nakbun). Khruba Srivijaya rejected many of the reforms instituted by the
Bangkok-based national sangha, including the new laws regarding who was
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authorized to serve as a preceptor in ordinations, and favored maintaining the
distinctive regional traditions of northern Thailand.*® He eventually acquiesced
to the authority of Bangkok after facing the possibility of a religious schism
and regional revolt, but in exchange the Bangkok-based national sangha au-
thorities “tacitly allowed the northern Thai to carry out many of their tradi-
tional practices within their local communities.”®® Similar responses to
centralized authority and the homogenization of Buddhist practice occurred
throughout the periphery of the country.

Postmodernity and Religion in Thailand

'The religious reforms of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, while effective
in molding monastic curriculum and establishing a new bureaucracy and a new
monastic ideal, could not completely eliminate distinctive doctrines, practices,
styles of preaching, or sources of authority in Thailand nor could it stop new
religious trends from emerging, including many that did not cater to the goals
and interests of establishment Buddhism. Over the past fifty years, a number
of new religious trends have emerged that reflect a postmodern orientation
towards the sangha and Thai religion. In varying ways, these trends directly or
indirectly challenge the hegemonic authority of modern establishment Bud-
dhism and its version of Buddhist religiosity.! These trends, such as the cult of
amulets and spirit-mediums, offer modes of religiosity that combine “tradition”
with “modernity” in ways that reflect new historical circumstances. In some
cases, these trends reflect a dismissal of the overly intellectualized Buddhism of
the establishment in favor of the tradition’s rich history of charisma, power,
and this-worldly benefits.

As early as the 1960s, for instance, urban lay Buddhists began to patron-
ize monks in the Thai periphery whose authority and supra-normal powers
(iddhi, Pali) stemmed from their skills in meditation and ascetic practices (a
traditional source of authority within the tradition), not from their level of
education or title within the centralized system. “These saints, who had lived
and worked in humble circumstances on the periphery of Thai society and ter-
ritory, received the adulation and prostrations of the urbanites of the country’s
capital, which was the hub of the Thai polity and society and the central arena
where power and wealth were won and lost.”®> What is particularly interesting
about this trend is that it displays a linkage between urban lay religiosity and
forest monastic religiosity. Tambiah suggests that this relationship operates on
two levels of discourse, “the charisma of the saint, who in transcending the
world is able to shower upon it his virtue, and the gratification of desires on the
part of the laymen, for whom prosperity and fortune approach the logic of a
zero-sum game.”® In their search for charismatic power, these lay urbanites
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patronize patipattidhura or practice-oriented monks rather than pariyattidhura
or study-oriented monks. The patronage of forest monks is not a new phenom-
enon within the tradition (although the degree of patronage and prestige has
varied in different historical contexts), but what is significantly new in contem-
porary Thailand is a sharp divide between the life of a typical urban lay Bud-
dhist, which reflects Thailand’s place within a new global economy, and the
idealized life of the forest saint, who is “marketed” as wholly otherworldly. One
reason for the popularity of contemporary forest monks may be the gradual
erosion of the establishment’s political power and prestige that has produced a
need for external sources of authority and power.* Another reason may be the
type of power that these monks transmit. When they or their followers distrib-
ute amulets, they become sources of power for personal and material enrich-
ment. They facilitate better lay lives through their own acts of renunciation,
and in the process become desired recipients of patronage.®®

Urban Buddhists have not only patronized forest monks during this pe-
riod of economic development and prosperity, they have also fostered the growth
of urban spirit-medium cults, which draw from the long history of spirit-
medium beliefs and practices in Southeast Asian societies.®® In contemporary
'Thailand, these cults reflect the diversity of Thai religious belief and practice.
'These include the cults of Hindu gods and goddesses (Brahma is particularly
popular in Thailand), Chinese deities (which are popular within the Sino-Thai
population), royal spirits (King Chulalongkorn and Queen Suriyothai), local
guardian and tutelary spirits, and the spirits of famous Buddhist saints.®” While
spirit beliefs and practices have had a long history in the region, the urban-
based cults of today cater to the lives of individuals living in large cities with
diverse populations. The cult of Chulalongkorn (Rama V'), for instance, reflects
the contemporary global economy of Bangkok; patrons believe that his spirit
will grant them beneficial rewards, including “a profitable business, good health,
and a happy family.”®® Moreover, the diversity of spirit-cults reflects the cos-
mopolitanism of Bangkok, with populations from all over Thailand as well as
China and India. The popular cults of Guanyin, Brahma, and Ganesh have
developed in part due to the ethnocultural assimilation of Chinese and Indians
into the religious field of Bangkok.®” The authority of these spirit cults relates
directly to the powers of individual mediums, not to any centralized religious
organization.

'The enormous popularity of forest monks, amulets, and spirit mediums
in contemporary Thai religion testifies to the diversity of Thai religiosity. In
contemporary Thailand, many monks adhere to the vision of monastic life cul-
tivated within the system of establishment Buddhism: They study the monastic
curriculum, pass exams, and receive honorific titles. At the same time, other
monks pursue alternate religious paths and goals—even while operating within
modern establishment Buddhism. Within this space of the postmodern Thai
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sangha, we see multiple visions of monastic life. Phra Phayom Kalyano, the
abbot of Wat Suankaew in Nonthaburi is outspoken, good humored, and
gravely concerned about the poor in Thailand; his temple operates an orphan-
age, a flea market, and a number of other charitable projects. Phra Khru Wi-
boon, the abbot of Wat Hua Krabue, teaches his novices the practical skills
of car mechanics and a lesson in caring for one’s possessions at his temple’s
Mercedes Benz’ restoration project.”’ Achan Cha, a famous monk in the dhu-
tanga (ascetic) forest tradition in northeastern Thailand, has inspired a large
following in Europe and America as well as in Thailand. These faces, among
many others, offer distinctive visions of Buddhist religiosity in the postmodern

period.

Sources for Dhammakaya Authority and Practice

It is against this backdrop of modern Buddhist reform and postmodern Thai
religion that we must situate the emergence of the Dhammakaya Temple. The
Dhammakaya Temple has had to negotiate a space for its distinctive form of
Buddhist practice within a religious landscape dominated by the authorizing
power of establishment Buddhism. The homogenization of religious doctrine
and practice that was put forward by the establishment sought to eradicate dif-
ference in its creation of a national Thai sangha. The Dhammakaya Temple,
however, has effectively marketed its distinctive practices, teachings, and au-
thorizing tradition within this climate of religious homogenization. It has done
so by strategically maintaining relations with the establishment, while simulta-
neously advancing its own distinct identity. It embraces national symbols of
authority: Large billboards of the royal family are on public display in the
Dhammakaya assembly hall as are photographs of Phra Dhammachayo, the
Dhammakaya abbot, receiving an honorific fan and higher ecclesiastical title
from the present Thai king, King Rama IX. The Dhammakaya Temple regu-
larly invites high-ranking monks and monks from other temples to participate
in Dhammakaya activities. Dhammakaya monks also actively participate in the
national naktam examinations, thereby demonstrating their support for the es-
tablishment’s authority to rank monks within the hierarchy of the modern Thai
sangha. The Dhammakaya Temple does not overtly use the language of reform,
but negotiates a delicate balance between maintaining beneficial relations with
the establishment and fostering its own version of Buddhist authority, doc-
trine, and practice.

'The success of the Dhammakaya Temple is due, in large part, to its abil-
ity to market its distinctive form of Buddhist religiosity to urban religious con-
sumers. It taps into postmodern forms of urban religiosity by bringing the
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forest tradition to the suburbs. As with many meditation reform movements in
South and Southeast Asia, the Temple effectively laicizes the meditation tradi-
tion of monastic practice.”! Whereas patrons of the urban spirit cults of forest
monks focus on the ascetic power of these past meditation masters, Dhamma-
kaya practitioners cultivate their own power through meditation practice.”?
'This power enables them to succeed in a variety of ways—by cultivating reli-
gious insight, procuring practical benefits, and even developing supra-normal
powers. Through the exclusive emphasis on dhammakaya practice, the Temple
effectively legitimizes its own lineage and indices of authority within space of
contemporary Thai Buddhism.

'The authorizing tradition of the Dhammakaya Temple begins with the
re-discovery of the dhammakaya meditation technique and its subsequent
spread through key exemplars within the tradition. Three figures occupy a
prominent place in this lineage of Dhammakaya authority: Luang Pho Sot, the
monk who “rediscovered” the dhammakaya meditation tradition; Khun Yay
Ubasika Chan, a student of Luang Pho Sot and the creative force behind the
construction of the Dhammakaya Temple; and Phra Dhammachayo, Khun
Yay’s most favored student and abbot of the Temple. Each of these individuals
serves as a model of and for Dhammakaya perfection. Each is an exemplar of
dhammakaya practice having reached the highest levels of dhammakaya medi-
tation and attained perfect knowledge of the dhammakaya (wicha thammakai);
their embodiment of perfection serves as a model for the personal develop-
ment of others. The biographical narratives of Luang Pho Sot, Khun Yay, and
Phra Dhammachayo emphasize their roles as influential teachers within the
Dhammakaya tradition, thereby mirroring the Buddha’s own career as a teacher.
Their biographies also embody tales of miraculous occurrences, as well as
supra-normal powers and knowledge that are at the very heart of the Thai tra-
dition of Buddhist saints. In fact, Khun Yay’s ability to travel to the various
realms of existence through the power of her meditation mirrors the enor-
mously popular tales of Phra Malai, whose stories of cosmological travels are
well known throughout the country. The preeminent place of these three
Dhammakaya adepts within the Dhammakaya tradition is apparent as one
walks through the Temple grounds: books of their teachings line the shelves of
the Dhammakaya bookstore; large memorials and golden images have been
erected to honor the lives of Luang Pho Sot and Khun Yay; and the weekly
sermons of Phra Dhammachayo are broadcasted over the Internet and on sat-
ellite television. Merchandise bearing the likenesses of all three is abundant
and available for purchase in the Temple store and in the assembly hall on
Sundays and special occasions. Dhammakaya practitioners know the biogra-
phies of these saintly figures, and these items serve as reminders and symbols
of their esteemed status within the Dhammakaya tradition.
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Luang Pho Sot and the Founding of the Dhammakaya Tradition

'The biography of Luang Pho Sot (Phra Monkolthepmuni) tells the story of a
young monk, who in his determination to realize ultimate truth, rediscovers a
method of meditation taught by the Buddha that had been lost to Buddhists
for centuries. While Luang Pho Sot’s biography emphasizes his intellect and
his mastery of Pali, it is clear that his authority in the Dhammakaya tradition
stems from the knowledge he derived from his meditation practice rather than
from his formal academic studies. He died more than a decade before the
foundation of the Dhammakaya Temple in Pathum Thani, but his life and
teachings play a central role in the Temple’s sense of its identity, history, and
mandate to propagate wicha thammakai.

Luang Pho Sot was born on October 10, 1884 in the village of Songpi-
nong in Suphanburi province in central Thailand. According to the biography
published by the Dhammakaya Foundation, his birth was distinct because un-
like other babies he did not cry—“Not even a whimper was to pass his lips,
because he had been born to dry the tears of humanity.””3 The biography de-
scribes him as an exceptionally alert and intelligent child who possessed an
uncanny aversion to being touched by women (perhaps due to previous lives as
a monk). He was a determined youth who learned quickly.

Luang [Pho] was a true auto-didact, and never needed prodding
from anyone. Such ability is not a skill developed in a single life-
time but is the fruit of many lifetime’s pursuit of wisdom, many
lifetimes accruing the merit that purifies the mind. This same gift
subsequently enabled him to discover Vijja Dhammakaya, lost for
so many thousands of years, without any instruction or instructor
and mirabile dictu, to instruct and initiate others in Vija
D/mmmaédya!m

He ordained as a novice in 1903 at Wat Songpinong after escaping a near fatal
encounter with a group of river pirates. During these early years as a monastic,
he studied Pali, memorized verses for chanting, and practiced meditation.
Eventually Luang Pho Sot desired a more profound understanding of the
Buddha’s teachings, which led him to study at Wat Phra Cetuphon in Bang-
kok. While there, he pursued Pili studies and meditation training. On days
when he was not studying, he would travel to other temples with renowned
teachers of meditation in order to receive instruction in meditation. In a man-
ner similar to the wanderings of Prince Siddhattha after his great renunciation,
Luang Pho Sot would go to each teacher and learn all that he could, and then
he would search for another. When he reached a high level of proficiency in his
Pali studies, he decided to devote all of his attention to meditation practice.”
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One day, during his morning meditation practice, he vowed that he would
not waiver in his practice until he had realized a portion of the ultimate truth
taught by the Buddha. Having made this vow, he found his mind to be unusually
agitated and the pain in his legs caused by extensive meditation more difficult to
endure. When he resolved to detach himself from the pain and agitation through
concentration, his mind became still and focused on the center of his body, at
which point, “He perceived a bright clear shining sphere of Dhamma. The size of
the sphere of Dhamma was equal to the yolk of an egg. The experience [that]
filled his whole body was one of inexplicable bliss [that] rinsed away all agony.””®
Afterwards, his face beamed with the glow of spiritual success, and other monks
even inquired why he continued to smile even while eating lunch. In the biogra-
phy we are told that Luang Pho Sot remained in a state of bliss as the sphere of
dhamma was firmly established at the center of his body. Later that evening, as
he meditated on the sphere, it became clearer and brighter.

Going yet deeper he could see within each sphere of Dhamma
bodies of hidden dimensions of himself. Then, at the end of the
succession covering all dimensions of himself, he recovered the key
to understanding human nature through all of its countless dimen-
sions. At the innermost part of every human being’s nature, nested
deep within the myriad of multi-dimensional bodies, there exists
the body of the Buddha. This we call the Dhammakaya. It is of the
form of the Buddha sitting deep in meditation. The topknot of the
Dhammakaya is a lotus bud, beautifully clear and pure. Suddenly,
this Buddha spoke in a resonant voice, “That is right!” Having spo-
ken, the mouth of the Dhammakaya immediately closed again.
The delight overwhelmed him.””

Shortly after his “rediscovery” of the Dhammakaya technique, he began his
long career as an instructor of meditation.

In 1916, Luang Pho Sot became abbot of Wat Paknam Bhasicharoen, a
royal temple in Thonburi. His first activities involved improving the discipline
of monks at the temple. In his first sermon as abbot, he told the monks that
while many of them had been ordained for years, they “still have insufficient
knowledge to teach—all of you have done is clung like a parasite to the religion
without doing anything of use to others.””® Improving the discipline of the
monks was an effort that was not universally supported by patrons of Wat
Paknam. According to Luang Pho Sot’s biography, those laypersons who con-
ducted illicit business at the temple were especially resistant to the idea of
monastic reform. This resistance led to an attempt on Luang Pho’s life. One night
an assassin tried to shoot Luang Pho Sot, but he succeeded in only piercing his

robes. The biography states that it appeared as though the bullet recognized the
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importance of Luang Pho, and it refused to harm him.” While this might
have frightened some, Luang Pho Sot was more determined than ever to re-
form the practice at Wat Paknam.

Reform at Wat Paknam included a renewed commitment to practice,
especially meditation. Luang Pho Sot taught formal sessions on Sundays,
‘Thursdays, and Buddhist holy days to the resident monks, nuns, and lay people.
In order to accommodate the large number of practitioners who wanted to
meditate for long periods of time, Luang Pho Sot built a meditation hall for
his advanced pupils. During the Second World War, these pupils meditated in
twelve-hour shifts, and after the war, they were divided into three teams that
meditated in six shifts of four-hour duration. The biography states that this
“perpetual meditation schedule was unprecedented in that it allowed the wis-
dom of Dhammakaya to be verified again and again.”® It also states that Lu-
ang Pho Sot used the collective power of this meditation group for specific
purposes including the removal of a large crystal ball from the earth and the
diversion of Allied bombs during World War II. One story relates that Luang
Pho Sot realized the Allies were planning on dropping an atomic bomb on
Bangkok (because of the large number of Japanese in the area), but they mi-
raculously changed their opinion after Luang Pho Sot and some of his ad-
vanced pupils meditated unceasingly for seven days.

Over the years Luang Pho Sot’s reputation as an instructor of medita-
tion grew, as did the stories of miraculous events at Wat Paknam. During the
war, for instance, it was believed that the temple was immune from Allied
bombings thanks to the power of Luang Pho Sot. Luang Pho also gained a
reputation for performing miraculous healings. In fact, the demand for his
healing services became so great that he started to conduct “long-distance
healings.” Rather than having each sick person visit him in person, he encour-
aged some of his more distant followers to send letters describing their ill-
nesses in order to aid more people within a shorter period of time. He was also
renowned for his prophesies. Through his own realization of the Dhammakaya,
it was said that he was able to discern what others were thinking, the quality
and quantity of their deeds, and if or when they would fully realize the
Dhammakaya. Luang Pho’s method of meditation and the tales of miraculous
events, however, did raise questions outside of Wat Paknam. Kamala attributes
most of this suspicion and criticism to the fact that, because he “sought to
popularize meditation, a practice that no official temple followed at the time,
he made enemies both of the higher-level administrators and local monks. His
superior, a Mahanikai elder, saw him as going against the sangha authorities.”®!
The Dhammakaya Temple biography attributes the vehemence of the conser-
vative criticisms of Luang Pho Sot to the profundity of his teachings—that his
contemporaries had an incomplete knowledge or a vague understanding of the
dhamma and were unable to recognize the truth of Luang Pho’s teachings.
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'This strategy of emphasizing the esoteric character of truth, which is ac-
cessible only to a few exceptional adepts, is currently used by the Dhammakaya
Temple to defend the teachings of Phra Dhammachayo, the current abbot of
the Dhammakaya Temple, against charges of heresy. Prior to his death in 1959,
Luang Pho Sot prophesied that Wat Paknam would become a popular site of
Buddhist practice and ordered his attendants not to cremate his body, but em-
balm it so that he “could continue to ensure the prosperity of the temple—
nurturing those who lived on by attracting pilgrims to visit Wat Paknam and
pay homage.”®? While Luang Pho’s biography and teachings play a prominent
role in the Dhammakaya Temple’s history, identity, and practice, many
Dhammakaya practitioners have never paid respects to his body at Wat Pak-
nam. This speaks to the tenuous relationship between Wat Paknam and the
Dhammakaya Temple and to the Temple’s predilection towards emphasizing
the continuation of the tradition as it manifested itself through the teachings
and practices of Khun Yay and Phra Dhammachayo. In order to acknowledge
the centrality of Luang Pho’s life to the history of the Dhammakaya Temple
and the tradition of dhammakaya meditation, however, the Temple completed

a large memorial hall to Luang Pho Sot in 2002.

L o T et e W

Golden Image of Luang Pho Sot and Luang Pho Sot Memorial. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya
Foundation.)
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This memorial hall is one of the three principal sites of the World
Dhammakaya Center. Photographs of it are reproduced on the Foundation’s
website with the accompanying text:

Also known as Luang Pu Wat Paknam®3 (the abbot of the Paknam
Temple), the Most Venerable had dedicated himself to the study,
practice and teaching of meditation. His famous concept that still-
ness of the mind is the key to material and spiritual success has
helped many to discover the purpose of life and to experience in-
ner peace and self-sustaining happiness.

Equipped with state-of-the-art air- and temperature- control sys-
tems, the shrine is an oasis for calm for those seeking a refreshing
retreat and spiritual relaxation—within just an hour drive from the
capital city. The shrine contains seven meditation rooms enough to
seat 350 people and a center chapel that can accommodate 1,500
people. At the center of the shrine is a stone altar supporting the
solid gold statue of Ven. Phramongkolthepmuni, who had brought
back the Dhammakaya (the body of enlightenment) lost to the
world over 2,000 years, i.e., about 500 years after the Nibbana
(passing) of the Lord Buddha.

The golden statue is a tribute to Phramongkolthepmuni’s redis-
covery and dissemination of the knowledge that Dhammakaya or
the body of enlightenment is naturally present in every human be-
ing. Thus, it is a source of ultimate happiness any human being can
experience regardless of one’s personal circumstances, race and re-
ligious belief.3

As with Buddha images in Thailand, the golden statue of Luang Pho Sot serves
as an object of veneration and meditation, as well as a vehicle for the mediation
of his power. Dhammakaya practitioners believe that he (or his Dhammakaya
power) continues to influence the lives of the faithful, as when an image of
Luang Pho Sot replaced the sun in the reported “miracle in the sky” in 1998.
His influence also continues in the tradition of dhammakaya meditation, which

was passed from him to Khun Yay Ubasika Chan.

Khun Yay Ubasika Chan: “First among Disciples, Second to None”

According to Temple publications, Khun Yay Ubasika Chan was Luang Pho
Sot’s most gifted disciple, and prior to his death he instructed her to carry on
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the tradition of dhammakaya meditation to others.®> After his death, many of
his students left Wat Paknam, but Khun Yay remained in order to continue
teaching meditation and to care for Khun Yay Tong Sook, her first meditation
teacher. When her accommodations became too small for all of her students,
she and her most devoted pupils founded a samnak (meditation dwelling) in
1970 on the grounds of what was to become the Dhammakaya Temple (Wat
Phra Thammakai). She wished to foster the growth of the Dhammakaya tradi-
tion by establishing a place for meditation, “a refuge in the midst of a turbulent
world,” a place to “train men to be truly men, to train true men to be monks,
and to train monks to be truly monks. ...”8

As with the story of Luang Pho Sot, everyone at the Dhammakaya Tem-
ple knows the story of Khun Yay and her special gift for meditation.®” She was
born in 1909 in Nakornchaisri district of Nakorn Pathom province. Stories
from her childhood focus on her turbulent relationship with her alcoholic fa-
ther, as it was this relationship that eventually led her to dhammakaya medita-
tion. In one of these stories we are told that Khun Yay’s father cursed her with
deafness for her next five hundred births after she attempted to defend her
mother during an argument between her parents. Her father died before Khun
Yay could formally ask for forgiveness;® as a result, she worried about the
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Khun Yay Ubasika Chan. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)
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power of her father’s curse to affect her present and futures lives. Her fear drove
her to find a way to visit her father in his next birth and therefore grant her an
opportunity to ask for his forgiveness. It was this motivation that led Khun Yay
to practice dhammakaya meditation in 1927. She wanted to learn more
about the dhammakaya technique because it was reputed to lead to special
powers, including the ability to travel to the various levels of rebirth and to
communicate with the beings that dwell there. When Khun Yay met Luang
Pho Sot for the first time in 1935, she was granted access to his advanced
meditation group without having to take the usual tests that measure spiritual
abilities. According to her biography, Luang Pho Sot did not require her to
take these tests because he immediately recognized Khun Yay’s abilities: He
knew that she would become his greatest disciple—“first among many, second
to none.”

Because of Khun Yay’s inherent spiritual ability, it was not long before
she attained the highest levels of dhammakaya meditation. This ability enabled
her to visit her father in one of the Buddhist hells, where she asked for and
received forgiveness. Following this episode, Khun Yay quickly gained a repu-
tation as an especially skilled meditator who could assist other families in
transferring merit to their deceased loved ones. If, for example, a family mem-
ber was languishing in one of the realms of hell, Khun Yay would visit the suf-
fering relative and transfer the family’s accumulated merit to him or her; this
act of merit transference would ensure release from the innumerable torments
of hell. According to Phra Dhammachayo, the abbot of the Dhammakaya
Temple, Khun Yay could move as easily among the various realms of existence
as she could move from building to building within the Temple grounds.®

In addition to these extraordinary abilities, Khun Yay was also known to
possess the gift of special knowledge (abhinza, Pali). Through her meditation
practice, she could access the karmic history of other people (see their present
and past lives), which helped them to understand their present circumstances.
According to one story, Khun Yay told a man during his first visit to see her
that he should stop gambling. This infuriated the man who reasoned that his
wife had told Khun Yay about his proclivity for gambling. His wife insisted
that she had not said a word to Khun Yay about his gambling or any other
problem; in fact, that evening was the first time that she had ever spoken with
Khun Yay. Another anecdote describes a man who came to visit Khun Yay after
he had an unfathomable dream that had left him anxious and nervous. While
sleeping outside on a porch, he dreamt of smoke arising from beneath the
porch and transforming into a human figure. After meditating for a few min-
utes, Khun Yay told the man that he had seen a preza (a ghost). This preta was
a relative named Rasamee who had been reborn as a preta because he had sto-
len money from a temple in his former life. The man refused to believe Khun
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Yay’s interpretation of his dream, insisting that he had no relative by that name.
Many months later he returned to Wat Paknam and admitted to Khun Yay
that he had discovered the relative she had named, who was known to have
cheated a temple in the past. He apologized to her for doubting her abilities
and thanked her for helping him.”

Khun Yay’s biography also tells us that she had a far-reaching reputation
as an instructor of meditation, which is what drew a young Chaiyabun Sud-
dhipol, the future abbot of the Dhammakaya Temple, to Wat Paknam in 1963.
He came because he had heard stories about an especially gifted and powerful
nun. When they met, Khun Yay told the young Chaiyaboon that she had been
expecting him, a statement that alluded to his role as the future heir of the
Dhammakaya tradition. These initial meetings at Wat Paknam led to a thirty-
year relationship as teacher and pupil and to the founding of today’s
Dhammakaya Temple. When the facilities at Wat Paknam became too small
to accommodate Khun Yay’s meditation classes, Khunying Prayad Prattay-
aponsavisudhadhipbodi donated 196 rai of land (approximately eighty acres)
in Pathum Thani for the purpose of constructing a new meditation center.
Khun Yay, together with Phra Dhammachayo, who had ordained in 1969 fol-
lowing his graduation from Kasetsart University, worked together to gradually
transform a relatively small meditation center into the Dhammakaya Temple
(Wat Phra Thammakai). The center became an official wat when Princess
Maha Chakri Sirindhorn laid the foundation stone for the creation of an ubo-
sot (ordination hall) in 1979. The ubosot was completed in 1982 and conse-
crated with the placement of sima (boundary) stones in 1985.

Over the next three decades, Khun Yay continued to teach meditation to
her disciples and to facilitate fund-raising for Temple projects. A golden statue
of her was cast in January 1998 to commemorate her contributions to the

Temple and the spread of the dhammakaya method. Her biography reads:

Khun Yay was the one who should get all the credit. She was illit-
erate, but knew everything. She was the best one who knew how to
control all situations due to Khun Yay’s capabilities and her power
to manage things at the right time. Thus, she was the beloved one
and the great leader to all her disciples, no one could ever be com-
pared to her. We can proudly say that Wat Phra Dhammakaya’s
establishment was completed because of Khun Yay’s support and

guidance.”?

In fact, when funding was in short supply, it was Khun Yay who “asked the
Buddha for money” and who received it in return. In one story, Phra Tatth-
acheevo, the assistant abbot of the Temple, went to Khun Yay to express his
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concern about the lack of money for the Temple’s building projects. She told
him not to worry, and then she meditated for an extended period of time.
When Phra Tattacheevo returned to the construction site, a man was waiting
for him; he was there to donate 30,000 baht to the Temple since this was his
father’s dying wish. Phra Tattacheevo then declared: “Khun Yay was always
right. The money she saw existed, both in meditation and reality, due to
her wish.”2 Not only does this remarkable story relay the important role that
Khun Yay played in fund-raising, it reflects the power of her meditation, which,
as we have seen, is a dominant theme within her biography.

When Khun Yay died in September of 2000, the Temple delayed her
cremation for over a year in order to allow disciples to pay their respects to her
and to make merit on her behalf.”* The Dhammakaya Foundation published
articles by and about Khun Yay in their publication, Anuphap haeng bun (The
Miracle of Merit), and when her cremation occurred on February 3, 2002, at-
tendance at the Temple surpassed 200,000. The reverence paid to Khun Yay
during her lifetime and after her death is noteworthy given the fact that
she was a female renunciant in a Buddhist culture that does not recognize
contemporary nuns as full-fledged members of the Buddhist monastic order.

The bhikkhuni order was never established in Thailand and, because it had

.

Golden Image of Khun Yay Ubasika Chan. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)
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Procession of Golden Image of Khun Yay. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

disappeared from other Theravada countries, contemporary Theravada nuns are
afforded neither the religious nor the social status granted to their male coun-
terparts.”* In Thailand they are not classified as “religious persons” legally; as a
result they do not receive financial support from the government. It is common
to see exemplary monks revered as modern-day saints in Thailand, but Khun
Yay is the only female ascetic to receive such adulation from a large congrega-
tion of practitioners. Her religious status derives from both her piety and pu-
rity of mind. Practitioners highlight Khun Yay’s illiteracy in order to emphasize
how her extensive knowledge of the dhamma stemmed from practice, not from
academic training. It was due to her exemplary meditation skills that she was
the one chosen by Luang Pho Wat Paknam to pass down wicha thammakai to
the next generation. From the perspective of the Dhammakaya Temple, she
was both the teacher of the Temple’s most beloved abbot, Phra Dhammachayo,
and the impetus behind the construction of the Temple itself. To commemo-
rate her contributions to the Dhammakaya community, the Temple constructed
a memorial hall for Khun Yay from 2002 to 2003, which serves as both a me-
morial of her life as well as a place of meditation. As in the case of Luang Pho
Sot’s memorial hall, a golden image of Khun Yay has been placed there to
honor her role as a teacher of wicha thammakai and to recognize her advanced
skills in meditation.
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Khun Yay Memorial. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

Phra Dhammachayo and the Rise of the Dhammakaya Temple

Khun Yay’s dedication and meditation skills were not the only forces behind
the creation of the Dhammakaya Temple. The enormous financial success of
the Temple is due, in large part, to the vision of the abbot, Phra Dhammachayo,
and the assistant abbot, Phra Thattacheevo. According to the Foundation’s
website, Phra Dhammachayo was the one who wished to create a temple large
enough to accommodate practitioners from around the world. The Temple dis-
plays a photo of the young Phra Dhammachayo sitting in a lotus position,
looking out upon a barren field that would eventually become the location of
the Dhammakaya Temple (the photo is also published on their Web site). The
caption under the photo reads, “Ven. Dhammajayo Bhikkhu envisions a future
centre for World Peace (1969).”

Phra Dhammachayo, the abbot of the Dhammakaya Temple, has been
the face of the Temple since its creation. Like Luang Pho Sot and Khun Yay’s
biographies, Phra Dhammachayo’s narrative reads as a religious version of a
rags-to-riches story, although the young Chaiyaboon had far more opportuni-
ties for formal education than either Luang Pho Sot or Khun Yay.* In fact, sto-
ries of Phra Dhammachayo’s childhood emphasize his exceptional intellectual
abilities and determination to succeed. This dual emphasis also characterizes
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his early adulthood, as he studied for his bachelor’s degree in business from
Kesetsart University (one of Thailand’s leading private universities) and simul-
taneously embarked upon meditation practice under the tutelage of Khun Yay.
Education, therefore, played a prominent role in his biography alongside his
“natural” abilities for meditation. Perhaps this helps to explain the Temple’s
building design: Rather than creating a traditionally inspired temple with
wooden structures and Sukhothai-style images and stipas, Phra Dham-
machayo envisioned a modern temple for a modern era. His modern view of
Buddhist life extended to religious practice, in that he has always focused on
the practical benefits of meditation within contemporary life—helping to im-
prove grades, facilitating harmony within families, overcoming addiction, and
securing desirable employment. In this respect, Phra Dhammachayo’s view of
meditation practice resembles the new lay meditation movements in Sri Lanka
and elsewhere, such as the popular insight meditation movement of S. N.
Goenka, which focus on the health benefits of meditation.”

In addition to his modern education and view of Buddhist meditation,
Phra Dhammachayo’s life story also includes elements that suggest the tradi-
tional renderings of spiritual eminence. For instance, the abbot maintains a
distance between himself and his congregation. Whereas the biographies of
Luang Pho Wat Paknam and Khun Yay are full of their personal interactions
with common, everyday practitioners, Phra Dhammachayo sets himself apart
from the ordinary. Only a few high-ranking practitioners are able to converse
directly with him. He does not eat with his fellow monks, nor does he receive
ordinary guests into his living quarters. His instruction in meditation is always
from a distance, and he is typically elevated and enclosed within a plastic shield.
'This spatial separation enhances the popular image of his being extraordinary,
as does his physical appearance. One government official who, after seeing
Phra Dhammachayo for the first time, stated:

His carriage was magnificent, his complexion clear, clean, and ra-
diantly glowing beneath the yellow robe. The attractiveness of his
appearance . .. filled me with such joy that tears flowed without
my realizing it. ... It is because the Luang Phau has amassed such
great merit that his complexion appears more radiant than that of
another.”

Phra Dhammachayo is described as a man of “great personal attractiveness,”
who embodies charisma in the Weberian sense of “exceptional sanctity, hero-
ism, or exemplary character” as well as the Thai notion of a phu mi bun, a person
who possesses merit. In Dhammakaya terms, Phra Dhammachayo’s appearance
reflects his inner peace (kbwam ngiap sangop) as well as his special status as the
heir to Luang Pho Wat Paknam’s teachings. The notion that one’s external
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physical features reflect inner states of equanimity and spiritual perfection has
a long history in Buddhist narratives and iconography. The Buddha’s body, for
instance, possessed the thirty-two marks of an extraordinary mabdpurusha
(great person), and large images of the Buddha reflect the grandness of his
dhammakaya.”® Phra Dhammachayo’s radiance, therefore, fits within this tra-
dition of external signs of internal perfections, and he is not the only Dhamma-
kaya practitioner to be described in this way. In Luang Pho Sot’s biography, we
are told that the “monks, novices, and nuns who resided at the temple benefited
from daily practice”and as a result, “their complexions even glowed to the point
that some critics wondered if they were powdering their faces.””” In the
Dhammakaya tradition, such physical signs are indicators of spiritual progress
and one’s realization of the dhammakaya within the individual.

Dhammakaya Practice

Luang Pho Sot, Khun Yay, and Phra Dhammachayo are paradigmatic figures
who model Dhammakaya perfection (pdaramita) and who embody purity
(visuddhi) of both character and mind. Similar to traditional descriptions of
the path that emphasize the perfection of si/a (ethics), samadhi (mental con-
centration), and pa7izia (wisdom), the path of dhammakaya meditation facili-
tates the perfection of all three. One who is able to access the dhammakaya
within has calmed the mind (samadhi), fully realized the dhammakaya (pafifia),
and naturally leads an ethical life (sila). Somdet Phra Mahrajmangkalajahn,
the present abbot of Wat Paknam, writes that Luang Pho Sot “once said that
dhammakaya meditation would be known all over the country, primarily be-
cause it penetrates right to the heart of the practice of purification. Defilements
such as greed, hatred, delusion, conceit, wrong view, doubt, sloth, restlessness,
shamelessness, and lack of moral dread are uprooted naturally and effec-
tively.”1% This path is the path that all Dhammakaya practitioners follow, re-
gardless of religious status, gender, or age.

Although traditional distinctions are maintained between monks and lay
people at the Dhammakaya Temple, the practice of dhammakaya meditation
provides a common religious experience for Dhammakaya practitioners that
creates a distinct community.!®! Dhammakaya meditation enables the practi-
tioner to focus the mind and to “maintain a balance of mindfulness and happi-
ness,” which leads to a state of “contentment” and provides a “direction to life.”
From the perspective of the Temple, these results are not possible through
other techniques.!®? Dhammakaya meditation, therefore, can lead to the power
to transform one’s life.

Dhammakaya meditation is the sine qua non of Dhammakaya practice
in that it locates the present practitioners in the lineage of Luang Pho Sot, at
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A Dhammakaya Foundation Photograph of Meditation. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya
Foundation.)

the same time as granting them direct access to the source of his authority.
Outside observers frequently question and criticize the origins of this method,
but Luang Pho Sot’s followers insist that the dhammakaya technique was
taught by the Buddha and practiced for hundreds of years in India. Practitio-
ners argue that this technique has been latent in Theravada Buddhism for the
past 2500 years: References to the dhammakaya are found within the tradi-
tion’s texts and visualization techniques are present within contemporary med-
itation practices. Buddhists over the past two millennia have simply failed to
recognize or understand the full implications of these teachings.!®® Luang
Pho’s biography describes the rediscovery of wicha thammakai as a miraculous
event with cosmic elements reminiscent of the Buddha’s enlightenment: the
heavy rains that fell that night and purified the temple foreshadowed the redis-
covery of a tradition that had been lost for two thousand years.1%4

The technique begins with simple relaxation; practitioners are asked to
close their eyes and to relax various parts of their bodies beginning with the
face and then moving to the extremities, from the neck to the shoulders, arms,
chest, midsection, and legs. Having achieved a state of visceral equanimity,
practitioners proceed to visualize the movement of a crystal ball through the
six bases of the mind (the opening of the nose, the bridge of the nose, the cen-
ter of the head, the roof of the mouth, the center of the throat, at the center of
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the body) until it rests in the seventh base of mind, which is located two finger-
widths above the navel. At this point, a practitioner imagines the body as empty
of tissue, organs, and blood, devoid of anything save the crystal ball at the sev-
enth base position. The goal is to cultivate one-pointedness of mind (samadhi)
in order to reveal the true self, the true mind, the dhammakaya. As one ad-
vances in dhammakaya meditation practice, the visual image of the crystal ball
undergoes several transformations before it culminates in the dhammakaya.
Having reached this ultimate level, one is said to attain supreme happiness.
The ultimate goal of dhammakaya practice is the realization of the
dhammakaya within one’s self. Phra Sermchai, a practitioner of dhammakaya
meditation who is not officially affiliated with the Dhammakaya Temple, de-
scribes the dhammakaya as the ultimate nature of the Buddha, the purest ele-
ment, that which is permanent (niccam), essential (dhammasaram), and not
composed of aggregates.!® All people, according to Dhammakaya practitio-
ners, possess this dhammakaya within (¢buk khon mi Phra Thammakai).'*® The
full realization of this ultimate ontology is equated by many practitioners with
the attainment of nirvana, the cessation of greed, hatred, and delusion, and the
attainment of ultimate and permanent happiness (nibbanam paramam sukbham).
More often than not, it is the latter understanding of nirvana as supreme hap-
piness that is underscored in dhammakaya practice, rather than its traditional
rendering as the cessation of greed, hatred, and delusion. At times, the two
descriptions of nirvana are combined: The cessation of greed, hatred, and delu-
sion consequently generates states of serenity, bliss, and, ultimately, supreme
happiness. The theme that the path of dhammakaya practice leads to supreme
happiness is prevalent in Dhammakaya Temple publications and in public dis-
course at the Temple. One might argue that the description of nirvana in posi-
tive terms—mnirvana as supreme happiness—rather than through a via negativa
rendering of nirvina—nirvina is not samsara—may be one reason for the enor-
mous success of the movement in drawing new members to its practice.107
Donald Swearer describes dhammakaya meditation as a “unique method
of meditation which involves a visualization technique not unlike that associ-
ated with certain yogic or tantric forms of meditation, and is easily taught to
large groups of people.”1% The dhammakaya technique tends to be more repre-
sentative of samatha (concentration or tranquility) forms of Buddhist medita-
tion, than vipassani (insight) meditation. In particular, the Dhammakaya
emphasis on the positive fruits of meditation, including states of happiness,
bliss, and contentment, are more commonly associated with samatha medita-
tion practice than with vipassana. Moreover, the Temple’s use of a crystal ball
as an object of visualization practice clearly correlates with the Zasina medita-
tions, which are basic forms of focused meditation that aim to develop one-
pointedness of mind. While this result is often characterized as the sole purpose
of samatha practice, this is “not strictly true” in that “some of the Zasina
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meditations are meant to lead to supernatural powers as well.”’% Luang Pho
Sot’s and Khun Yay’s demonstration of supernatural or supra-mundane pow-
ers, such as the ability to read minds and to levitate, for instance, clearly testi-
fies to the advanced level of their meditation practice.

Buddhist meditation incorporates both samatha and vipassana, but the
normative traditions, especially in the modern era, tend to relegate samatha
meditation to a preliminary practice aimed at developing one-pointedness of
mind. These concentration skills are then employed in the ultimate practice of
vipassana that “alone brings the meditator to full and final release (NVibbina) in
the Buddhist view.”!1% Implicit within this soteriology is the critique of meth-
ods that rely exclusively on samatha meditation since the bliss that is cultivated
through the jhanic states is impermanent and is itself a source of possible at-
tachment. The critique of samatha meditation, including its fruits of supra-
normal powers (iddhi) and knowledges (abhiriria), is common within modernist
interpretations of Buddhism, which focus on discourses of awakening and dis-
miss or outright reject the magical dimensions of Buddhist meditation. Say-
adaw U Pandita, a contemporary meditation master, writes:

Anyone can get caught up in rapture, happiness and comfort. This
attachment to what is happening within us is a manifestation of a
special kind of craving, a craving not connected with ordinary,
worldly sensual pleasures. Rather, such craving comes directly out
of one’s meditation practice. When one is unable to be aware of
this craving when it arises, it will interfere with one’s practice.
Rather than directly noting, one wallows in pleasant phenomena
unmindfully, or thinks about the further delights that might ensue
from one’s practice. Now we can understand the Buddha’s mystify-
ing admonition, for this attachment to the pleasant results of med-
itation is what he meant by stopping within.!!!

Critics of dhammakaya meditation highlight this tendency for attachment in
their assessment of the method and its goal. From their perspective, the only
aim of dhammakaya meditation is to produce pleasant states of being, not to
develop pafifia (wisdom).

Attachment to these feelings of bliss is not the only problem. Critics
contend that Dhammakaya practitioners consider the object of dhammakaya
meditation, the dhammakaya, to be real and permanent, an idea that under-
mines the normative Theravada doctrine of anarti (no eternal, essential Self).112
As we shall see in Chapter 4, the Dhammakaya Temple’s interpretations of the
dhammakaya , nirvana, and anatta were topics of debate in the controversy of
1998 to 1999. But questions concerning the dhammakaya method of medita-
tion and its object are not new. In Luang Pho Sot’s biography, we read that



82 Nirvana for Sale?

many criticized his teachings as extra-canonical. In response, Luang Pho re-

portedly said:

They only accuse us because they dont know Dhammakaya for
themselves. They know neither the place where Dhammakaya ex-
ists, nor the meaning of the word itself! This ignorance can be the
only reason why they are so misguided and complain about us who
are forthright and sincere in teaching from our own true experi-
ence. When ignorant people who don’t know the real Doctrine of
the Lord Buddha attack our meditation technique, they cannot
upset the truth, but will succeed only in undermining the faith of
weak-minded people. The real jewel of the Buddha’s teaching is
ever-shining and only the wise can look upon it in true admiration.
'The results of the truth are derived entirely from the meditator’s

own experience, not from doctrinal study.!3

'The reliance on meditative experience as the primary source for knowledge of
the dhamma led Luang Pho Sot and his followers to emphasize the efficacy of
dhammakaya practice over other techniques. This exclusivist perspective has led
Donald Swearer to describe the Temple as “fundamentalistic” in orientation.!*
Critics identify dhammakaya meditation as heretical and criticize the
goals of this technique, but practitioners emphasize its transformative efficacy.
Individuals are encouraged to develop their meditation practice at home, at work,
and at the temple. Temple publications are replete with personal testimonials of
how dhammakaya practice has transformed the lives of individuals—wayward
sons who become monks, adulterous husbands who recommit to their wives
and families, women who create kanyanmit (kalyanamitta, Pali; kalyanamitra,
Sanskrit; good friends) rooms in their homes for friends and family to medi-
tate together.'’® The focus on personal transformation within the world is
particularly attractive to lay Dhammakaya practitioners. In one text Phra That-
thacheevo, the assistant abbot, states that present social and political ills are
caused by the non-application of Buddhist ethics to daily life. As in the past,
when schools, temples, and homes all worked together to create “decent global
citizens,” Dhammakaya practitioners feel the need to restore the kanyanmit
home “in every town, village, district, province and country.”'1¢ The social plat-
form of the Dhammakaya Temple is evident in its numerous activities aimed
at social and global transformation, from blood drives and antismoking
campaigns to Tsunami relief projects and most recently, a campaign in the
southern-most provinces to alleviate tensions between Buddhists and Mus-
lims. While many of its activities are focused at the individual and national
levels, Temple discourses include discussions of global transformation. One of
the Temple’s most often repeated slogans is, “World Peace Through Inner



Modernity, Prosperity, and the Dhammakaya Temple 83

Peace.” And as we shall see in Chapter 3, the Temple’s creation of the World
Dhammakaya Center was meant, among other things, to provide a locus for
global transformation.

'The Temple’s emphasis on transformation, which leads to personal and
social happiness, is also evident in the popularity of the famous ethical sutta,
the Mahamangala-sutta, in Dhammakaya practice and publications. In the tra-
ditions of Theravada in South and Southeast Asia, this sutta is one of the most
common ones used for the chanting of paritta (protection). Rather than focus-
ing on the magical aspects of Pali chanting, however, the Temple emphasizes
how the study and understanding of the Mahdamangala-sutta can lead to happi-
ness, bliss, and safety. In the Introduction to Zhe Mongkhon Chiwit (The Auspi-
cious Life) the Dhammakaya author writes: “The Buddha taught the thirty-eight
levels of dhamma practice in the Mahimangala-sutta for the progress and hap-
piness of the world. They are simple enough to read but difficult to put into
practice . .. Those who truly put into practice the steps of the Mangala-sutta
will improve their lives whether they be layperson or monk. Indeed, following
them leads to the very highest level of Buddhism.”'!” These highest levels of
Buddhism, according to the Mangala-sutta, are various forms of happiness,
which derive from such things as associating with good people, honoring par-
ents, learning the Four Noble Truths, attaining nirvana, and experiencing peace
and feelings of safety. The importance of this particular sutta to Dhammakaya
practice is evident in the Temple’s offering of annual exams on it for layper-
sons, an event that encourages and rewards reflection upon the text.

The Temple’s significant growth over the past thirty years testifies to the
success of its message of Buddhist practice for daily life. As stated previously,
the practice of dhammakaya meditation enables monastics and laypersons alike
to access the power of high-level meditation that is typically associated with
famous forest monks. While other pious Thai Buddhists patronize forest
monks in the hope of garnering merit for their generosity, Dhammakaya lay-
persons tap directly into the power of forest practice through their own medi-
tation. One example of this practice is the Dhammadayada (Zbammathayat,
'Thai) or dhamma-heir program for college-age men. It is an eight-week sum-
mer program consisting of intense meditation, dhamma lessons, and physical
training.!'® Program participants adhere to the eight precepts, and sleep out-
side on mats under a mosquito-net-covered umbrella. One participant de-
scribes his participation in this program as a transformative experience:

Dhammadayada training is the beginning of changes. Changes
from comfortable habits like living in a luxurious house, sur-
rounded by beloved ones, to dwelling under the Klod (the um-
brella) in the midst of the rice field with no other shelter. Moreover,
there is no sound of heavy traffic, no interference from others, only
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quietness. There are no colorful clothes because we only wear white.
There is also no sight or sound of dissent. Dinner is not served
because Dhammadayada must observe 8 moral precepts. Our con-
fused daily activities were left behind. Our only duty is to practice
mindfulness with diligence.!"’

Having undergone this preliminary training, a young man is either eligible for
consideration as a Dhammakaya novice or, if he chooses to remain as a layper-
son, he can employ the skills learned in the training session for “the benefit of
himself, his society, his nation, and the world.” Such training will make him “a
good son, good student, good citizen and above all a good Buddhist.”?° The
Temple also sponsors a training program for young women that is coterminous
with the Dhammadayada program and has gone so far as to include young
women in samaneri (female novice) style ordinations.!?! These spring training
programs replace the traditional rainy season ordinations that used to serve as
a rite of passage for a young man entering adulthood.!?? Not only do the train-
ing programs seek to produce a certain kind of individual, they also serve to
create a unified body of young core participants who serve as an evangelical
arm of the Dhammakaya Temple at their respective universities. It is not sur-
prising, therefore, that Dhammakaya practitioners dominate the Buddhist
clubs at most universities in central Thailand.

The Dhammakaya Temple’s phenomenal growth is due to programs like
these that attract young recruits along with their families, as well as an impres-
sive organization that effectively markets Dhammakaya practice across Thai-
land and around the world. This would not be possible without the Dhammakaya
Foundation that enables the monastic hierarchy to work closely with high-
ranking lay personnel in the marketing and building of the World Dhammakaya
Center.1?® At the head of the Foundation are Phra Dhammachayo, the abbot
of Wat Dhammakaya, as its president, and Phra Tatthacheevo, the assistant
abbot of Wat Dhammakaya, as its vice president. Subordinate to them is a se-
lect group of executive monks and an executive layperson, all of whom oversee
the activities of the Foundation. Through the Dhammakaya Foundation, the
Temple has established an impressive administrative hub with five satellite di-
visions: (1) a human resource center that handles accounts and personnel; (2) a
support center that manages such activities as construction, public mainte-
nance, ritual management, registration, receptions, bus services, flower decora-
tion, and cleaning; (3) a fund-raising division; (4) an education division which
deals with foreign affairs, the student dhamma training program, and educa-
tional materials; and (5) the propagation division which serves as the evangeli-
cal arm of the foundation.!?* According to the Foundation’s website, it has
seven primary objectives:
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1. To propagate the Dhammakaya meditation technique to the general
public regardless of races, nationalities, and religions in order to bring
peace to the world.

2. 'To promote and support Buddhist studies.

3. To promote and support Dhamma education among monks, novices,
laymen, laywomen, and the general public.

4. 'To provide general support for monks, novices, laymen, and laywomen

of Wat Phra Dhammakaya as appropriate.
5. To build and maintain World Dhammakaya Centre.
6. To build and maintain Wat Phra Dhammakaya.

7. To build and maintain an academic institute that offers all levels of
education: pre-school, elementary school, middle school, high school,
vocational school, and university to provide intensive Dhamma edu-
cation and training in addition to normal curriculum (in the near
future).12%

Most recently, these objectives have fueled the Temple’s creation of its own
satellite television network, DMC (Dhammakaya Meditation Channel), that
broadcasts programming in Thailand and around the world twenty-four hours
a day, seven days a week.

The Temple has established centers in provinces throughout Thailand
while maintaining the locus of its authority in Pathum Thani. Through its net-
work of satellite centers, the main temple is able to disperse information and
instructional materials. It also sponsors trips to the main temple in Pathum

10,000 monks in the Great Sapha Meditation Hall. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)
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Thani and facilitates fund-raising activities. Donald Swearer suggests that the
Dhammakaya Temple “proposes in effect to recreate the old galactic polity
model and thereby to restore a vivid and dynamic past to a fragmented Thai
society and a political environment continually beset by corruption and fac-
tionalism, in which the symbolic power of the monarchy is waning and the
practical power of religion is virtually nonexistent.”?® Although one may not
want to draw too close of an analogy between the Dhammakaya structure and
the galactic polity model,'?” the Dhammakaya Temple has created a national
network that operates independently of the national sangha organization, while
simultaneously drawing non-Dhammakaya members to its events. The Temple
presents an alternative method of practice and source of authority while main-
taining diplomatic ties with the religious establishment.

Conclusion

This chapter situated the phenomenal success of the Dhammakaya Temple
within the context of postmodern Thai Buddhism, a context that reflects mod-
ern sangha reforms as well as diverse forms of Buddhist and Thai religiosity.
'The Temple’s creation of a distinct identity based upon a unique practice and
lineage of authority serves as a response to the centralizing and homogenizing
forces of modern Buddhism without creating dissension within the sangha es-
tablishment. One of the primary reasons for the Temple’s phenomenal success
with urban, educated Thais is its marketing of dhammakaya practice as a form
of Buddhist practice that is perfectly suited to contemporary life within the
context of postmodern Thai religion. One expression of this marketing is the
Temple’s emphasis on the personal benefits of dhammakaya meditation. Draw-
ing on the urban trend towards patronizing forest monks, the Temple high-
lights the exemplary practice of the Dhammakaya founders—Luang Pho Sot,
Khun Yay, and Phra Dhammachayo. Unlike the urban patronage of forest
monks where laypeople tap into the saksiz (power) of ascetics such as Achan
Man and his disciples, the Dhammakaya Temple makes this power accessible
to all practitioners. Laypersons are exhorted to apply the power derived from
their own meditation practice to their daily lives, which can lead to greater suc-
cess in business, education, and family life.

It is the Temple’s creative blending of the traditional with the modern
that has attracted thousands of middle-class, college-educated urban Thais to
its teachings and practices. This unique practice and identity combines a num-
ber of “traditional” elements such as the equation of meditation with power
and the patronage of monks, with postmodern elements such as the focus on
lay meditation practice and the use of modern media for the dissemination of
information about the Temple and its activities. The importance of recognizing



Modernity, Prosperity, and the Dhammakaya Temple 87

this creative blending of traditional and modern elements cannot be overstated.
All too often, scholars of Thai Buddhism have used only the lens of “modern
innovation” to describe the Dhammakaya Temple. This approach certainly has
validity, but it is not a complete portrait. We must not ignore the myriad ways
in which the Temple also reflects the tradition of Theravada Buddhism in Thai-
land and elsewhere. As will be seen in the next chapter, meditation is not the
only practice that has been repackaged in modern attire. The quintessential lay
activity of merit-making has similarly undergone a Dhammakaya transforma-
tion, with lay practitioners making offerings to the Temple with the hope of
spiritual and material rewards.
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Chapter 3

The Mahathammakai Chedi
and Postmodern Merit Making

On January 31, 1999, the Dhammakaya Temple sponsored a mass ubosok-
kaew! ordination for laymen in honor of King Bhumipol’s birthday, an event
that drew a throng of over 100,000 attendees. The activities began early in the
morning with the offering of alms to Dhammakaya monks and ubosok-kaew
novices. This was followed by a communal meditation session led by Phra
Dhammachayo, sermons on the dhamma by Phra Thatthacheevo, and personal
testimonials by lay Dhammakaya practitioners. The day’s activities culminated
in a mass gathering of practitioners at the work site of the Mahathammakai
Chedi, which at the time was only partially completed. As the crowd posed for
a group photograph, practitioners waved metallic flags that read, “Phra Mah-
siriratthat phichit Mar” (the Phra Mahsiriratthat amulet will conquer Mara)
and chanted, “Finish the chedi!” over and over again. At the end of the cere-
mony, attendees stood in long lines to receive Phra Mabhsiriratthat amulets
from Dhammakaya monks.

The ubosok-kaew ceremonies marked yet another event in the Temple’s
calendar year, namely, the celebration of King Bhumiphol’s birthday. It was not,
however, an ordinary celebration, for it occurred in the midst of a turbulent
controversy over the Temple’s wealth, fund-raising techniques, and controver-
sial teachings and practices. The participants at this particular event used the
birthday celebration as an opportunity to demonstrate their continued support
for the Temple and for the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi. The
thunderous chant of “Finish the chedi!” by over 100,000 Temple attendees un-
derscored their unequivocal determination to finish the multimillion dollar con-
struction project in the face of a national controversy.

Attendees at the Temple’s ubosok-kaew ceremony, with whom I spoke,
described the ordination as an auspicious event, as an opportunity to generate
merit for one’s self, for one’s family, and for Thailand’s beloved king. They com-
pared this mass ordination to the individual ordinations that occur in Thailand
throughout the year, when young men don saffron-colored robes and under-
take the discipline in order to make merit for their families. In so doing, they

89
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linked the ubosok-kaew ceremony to the tradition of meritorious renunciation
in which all acts of renunciation, from a layperson’s observance of the five pre-
cepts to a bhikkhu’s following of the 227 rules of the patimokkha, are consid-
ered to be highly meritorious. Within this tradition, spectacular ordinations,
such as a royal ordination, are viewed as especially meritorious. In the case of
the ubosok-kaew ceremony, the sheer scale of the event and the auspiciousness
of the day (honoring the King) made it a merit-making opportunity par excel-
lence for all in attendance.

'The Thai media did not view the ceremony through the same lens of re-
ligious piety. Many newspapers and magazines characterized the event as a
blatant attempt by the Temple to “buy” public support by promising powerful
amulets to the poor. For instance, numerous articles questioned the sincerity
of the attendees, alleging that many of the participants were not in fact usual
Dhammakaya practitioners—not “genuine Buddhist followers’—but rather “hill-
tribe people, soldiers, farmers and students who were either paid to attend or
pledged valuable Buddhist amulets or brought by supervisors affiliated with
the temple.”” The Temple regularly offers free transportation to the Temple in
Pathum Thani from Bangkok and from other provinces as a means of exposing
people, who might otherwise have no opportunity to travel to the suburban
temple, to Dhammakaya practice and activities. In fact, I frequently used this
form of transportation to travel to the Temple in 1998 and 1999. But given the
context of the ubosok-kaew ceremony, the media portrayed the Temple’s free
transportation as an act of manipulation not of philanthropy. Questions con-
cerning the genuineness of ubosok-kaew participants played upon already
existing doubts concerning the Temple’s marketing of the chedi and the mi-
raculous events alleged to have taken place at the Temple.

Discussions and debates over the Dhammakaya Temple’s technologies of
fund-raising for the Mahathammakai Chedi became a discursive site for peo-
ple to reexamine the role of merit making (zam bun, literally to make merit or
dai bun, to receive merit), amulets, and miracles in Thai Buddhism. Similar
debates have occurred throughout Buddhism’s history as some groups have
placed more emphasis on these aspects of the tradition than others. In the
modern and contemporary periods, however, discourses on the role of merit
making, amulets, and miracles have emerged out of radically new historical
contexts. Buddhist modernists in nineteenth century South and Southeast
Asia denounced the privileging of merit making, the ritualism of traditional
Buddhism, and the participation of monks in acts of prophecy and magic in
the contexts of colonization, of global Christian proselytization and education,
and of modernist rationalism. Today, Buddhist (post)modernists continue to
criticize ritualism and the magical elements of the tradition, but their criti-
cisms emerge as a response to a new historical reality—the influence of global
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capitalism on Buddhist societies. Contemporary critics, therefore, take aim at
what they perceive as the use of ritual and magic for commercial gain.

In the case of the Dhammakaya Temple, donors and their critics clashed
over radically different ideas about the nature and state of contemporary Thai
Buddhism. For donors at the Temple, the traditional Theravada narratives that
link acts of giving with meritorious rewards—as well as Buddhist amulets with
power and protection, and Buddhist saints with miraculous abilities—played a
prominent role in their constructions of Buddhist piety. Temple critics, how-
ever, found these emphases to be problematic. They questioned the integrity of
the donors’ intentions and whether the Mahathammakai Chedi was truly an
object worthy of donation, a legitimate pusiidi-khetta, a field for the cultivation
of merit. Critics, moreover, viewed the Temple’s elaborate methods of fund-
raising as indices of the Temple’s overall materialism and decadence.’

'This chapter will examine how the Dhammakaya Temple has made use
of traditional Theravada narratives of merit-making and popular conceptions
of the power of amulets and miracles in its promotion of the Mahathammakai
Chedi. The Temple has successfully merged these traditional discourses with
modern technology, a fusion that played into the Temple’s self-identity as a
modern temple and that fostered modern conceptions of merit and power in
the lives of its donors. Fund-raising may be vital to the institutional survival of
religious groups, but new methods tend to come under scrutiny, especially to-
day when solicitations of support have gone high tech, employing satellite net-
works, credit-card donations, and glitzy complementary gifts. These technologies
of fund-raising, while incredibly effective, have raised suspicions regarding the
intentions of the Temple similar to those aroused by the numerous scandals
involving the donation drives of popular Christian televangelists in the United
States, such as Jim Bakker and Robert Tilton. This case of the Dhammakaya
Temple and its fund-raising techniques is even more pronounced in that the
Temple aggressively marketed its projects and solicited donations in an adverse
economic climate. While the Temple erected billboards, distributed mass mail-
ings, and employed “direct-sale” techniques, the Thai economy was in the
throws of the Asian economic crisis, which began in Thailand in 1997 and then
reverberated throughout Southeast Asia.

Merit Making and Power in Theravada Buddhism

'The front cover of one Dhammakaya fund-raising pamphlet reads, “merit is the
cause of happiness and success in your life.”* This statement refers to the prin-
cipal Buddhist idea of merit (un, Thai),” which is the beneficial fruit of skillful
action. In the Buddhist tradition, merit and demerit (4ap, Thai) operate within
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the karmic cause-and-effect laws, or, in the words of a famous Thai idiom, “Do
good, receive good; do evil, receive evil.”® These karmic relationships are em-
phasized within all forms of Buddhist texts, including canonical texts, com-
mentaries, and vernacular literature. The Dhammapada (15-18), for instance,
draws a sharp distinction between the delights of a beneficial rebirth experi-
enced by the merit-maker and the torments experienced by the person who
commits heinous acts. While only the most advanced practitioners are thought
to possess a comprehensive understanding of karma, most practitioners would
nevertheless make the general claim that karmic benefits can be realized in this
and future lives. One reward commonly mentioned in Buddhist literature is a
heavenly rebirth, where one dwells for an extended period of time experiencing
the delights of merit. Descriptions of heavenly existence in the popular four-
teenth-century text, the Traibhiamikatha (or Trai Phum Phra Ruang, The Three
Worlds According to King Ruang), include such rewards as a flawless complexion,
a youthful body, perfect health, and familial pleasures.” The laws of karma
(kamma, Pali) are not only embedded within Buddhist texts and oral traditions,
they are also a popular theme in Buddhist art. Temple murals in Thailand ex-
press the laws of karma with vivid artistry showing the gods dancing in their
heavenly abodes as hell beings are subjected to fire, swords, and other forms of
torture.

The Dhammakaya Temple’s statement that “merit is the cause of happi-
ness and success in your life” reflects these ideas concerning the causal effects
of meritorious action. This was stated in a pamphlet distributed at the Temple
soliciting donations from prospective donors. It described how practitioners in
the past have made merit for themselves and their families through offerings to
monks. These statements are interspersed with color photographs of families
offering gifts of food, clothing, and meditation aids to monks. Rather than fo-
cusing on the promise of future delights in heaven, the pamphlet assured the
reader that benefits are realizable in the here and now. The emphasis on “this-
life” benefits is a common theme in Dhammakaya publications. In Chotmay
Thueng Nanglek, for instance, we are told that generous giving provides not
only the foundation for ethics (sila) and mental development (bhgvana) that
can lead to a favorable rebirth, it also produces tangible benefits and rewards
within this lifetime, including wealth and prosperity.® While the temple’s pam-
phlets and publications reflect modern fund-raising technology with the Tem-
ple’s strategic use of modern graphic design, the ideas contained within these
texts, namely the correlation between generous giving (dana) and meritorious
rewards, are intrinsic to the Buddhist tradition.

In the West, merit-making may not be the first activity that comes to
mind when one thinks of Buddhist practice (meditation would, no doubt, be the
first), but for a majority of practicing Buddhists in South and Southeast Asia,
merit-making is central to their self-understanding of Buddhist religiosity, as
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evidenced in the vernacular literature and material culture of Theravada Bud-
dhism, as well as in the numerous references to merit-making in ethnographic
descriptions of Buddhist ritual life.’

In Thailand, making merit (tam bun) is synonymous with being a good
Buddhist: as a Buddhist, it is what you do. Its central place within ritual prac-
tice is due, in part, to its universality. Unlike other specialized practices such as
meditation or abbidhamma studies, merit-making is a religious activity acces-
sible to all—rich or poor, male or female, child or adult, layperson or monk. Of

Temple Mural Showing an Act of Dana, Bangkok. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)
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course, not all meritorious actions are equal. Buddhists argue that the amount
of merit received depends on the type of action and the intention (cezand) be-
hind the action. Some activities are generally thought to produce more benefits
than others. Beneficial actions conducted as a result of 4ilesa (greed, hatred,
or delusion), for example, will theoretically not generate the same amount of
merit as those same actions done with thoughts of the four Brahma-viharas—
loving-kindness, compassion, equanimity, and sympathetic joy. Buddhist texts
outline a number of practices that lead to the cultivation of merit including
generous giving (dana), living an ethical life (sila), developing concentration
(samadhi), cultivating wisdom (paffid), and listening to and spreading the
dhamma.’® Within the realm of popular practice, these acts span a wide range
of activities, from showing deference to a Buddha image and offering food to
monks on their morning alms rounds to observing the eight precepts on Bud-
dhist holy days. For many, the two most efficacious forms of merit-making are
generous financial donations to the sangha and acts of ordination.

H. K. Kaufman’s and S. J. Tambiah’s anthropological surveys on the effi-
cacy of specific types of merit-making activities highlight this ranking. In both
cases, ordination and generous giving are considered more meritorious than
leading an ethical life. Kaufman surveyed twenty-five individuals in Bangkhuad,
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Donations for a Temple. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)
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a village in central Thailand. Respondents ranked the act of becoming a monk
as the most meritorious, followed hierarchically by contributing enough money
for the construction of a wat (temple), having a son ordained as a monk, mak-
ing excursions to the Buddhist shrines throughout Thailand, contributing to-
wards the repair of a wat, giving food daily to monks and giving food on holy
days, becoming a novice, attending a wat on holy days, observing the eight
precepts and obeying the five precepts at all times, and giving money and
clothing to the monks at thaud kathin.'' In Tambiah’s survey of seventy-nine
family heads in Baan Phra Muan, a village in northeast Thailand, financing the
building of an entire wat was considered to be the most meritorious, followed
by becoming a monk oneself, having a son become a monk, contributing money
to the repair of a wat, making gifts at a kathin ceremony, giving food daily to
monks, observing every wanphra at the wat, and strict observance of the five
precepts.!? It is not surprising that acts of ordination are found at the top of
Tambiah’s and Kaufman’s lists: Ordination is an act of renunciation modeled
upon the Buddha’s own journey from home to homelessness, a path that cul-
minated in his realization of nirvina and eventual career as a teacher of the
dhamma. As members of the sangha, monks enter into a realm replete with
merit-making opportunities, including teaching the dhamma, observing the
227 rules of the Vinaya, and fostering ethical and mental development. What
perhaps is not so well known is the tradition in Southeast Asia of young men
dedicating the merit earned from the act of ordination to their parents, thereby
turning ordination into an act of dana (generous giving). In fact, the recep-
tion of merit from a son’s ordination is one of the principal ways for a woman
to make merit, as she is unable to undertake the vows of a full-fledged nun
(bhikkbuni). 13

Acts of generous giving hold a prominent place in the Buddhist tradi-
tion, for they embody the Buddhist ethical virtues of compassion (karuna) and
loving-kindness (metta), and they are realizable for all members of the Bud-
dhist community. While not technically a part of the noble eight-fold path,
generous giving provides the foundation for progress on the path since it sus-
tains the Buddhist community. Reciprocal generosity typifies sangha-lay rela-
tions in South and Southeast Asia. Laypersons support the sangha through
gifts of food, clothing, shelter, and other requisites, while the sangha serves as a
field of merit for laypersons and a source for religious instruction. One receives
merit through these acts of generosity based on a natural law of reciprocal ex-
change:

'The lay person-donor offers material gifts for the benefit of the
monastic order (sangha). In return the virtuous power of the sangha
engenders a spiritual reward of merit (pu7izia), thereby enhanc-
ing the donors’balance of kamma/karma, which in turn affects the
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status of the person’s rebirth on the cosmic scale. . .. Even though
the form of merit making rituals in Theravada Buddhism in South-
east Asia varies greatly, the structure of reciprocal exchange re-
mains constant.!*

Given the importance of this exchange, it is perhaps not surprising that the
Buddhists whom Tambiah and Kaufman interviewed considered the financing
of an entire temple as a highly meritorious act, in that it ensures the function-
ing and sustainability of an entire Buddhist community. Most Buddhists do
not, of course, have the financial means to make such an offering, but as Tam-
biah points out in the case of the villagers of Baan Phraan Muan, such gener-
ous acts nevertheless are well known in Thailand and throughout the Theravada
Buddhist world.

These acts are known, in part, through Buddhist narratives that reinforce
the correlation between dana, merit, and personal prosperity. Stories of gener-
ous donors abound in canonical and vernacular texts: Visakha, the most lauded
laywoman in the Pali canon, offered a continual supply of practical gifts, such
as food, clothing, medicine, and shelter, to the sangha; great kings such as King
Asoka patronized the tradition through the building of temples and monu-
ments for the community. Exemplary donors in the narrative traditions of
Theravada Buddhism provide a paradigm for subsequent acts of religious giv-
ing.'® Those who possess the highest standing within the tradition are the most
magnanimous of donors, whose great acts of dana ensure the continuation and
fostering of the tradition. One of the most celebrated lay donors in the Pali
canon is Ananthapindika, a wealthy and highly respected merchant. He is re-
nowned both for his specific acts of generosity—most notably his donation
of one hundred thousand gold coins for the construction of the Jetavana
monastery—and the models his acts provide regarding wealth and piety—how
to give, to whom to give, and the benefits of giving.'® Although Ananthapindika
does not himself seek meritorious rewards for his actions, the stories about him
abound in references to the results (pusiriakiriyavatthu) of such actions includ-
ing longevity, prestige, and a heavenly rebirth.

Within Buddhist stories of great generosity is an explicit correlation be-
tween wealth and piety for, as we saw in Chapter 1, wealth is a sign of merit.
'The Thai version of the story of Jotika in the Traibhamikatha provides a ver-
nacular version of the meritorious rich man story.!” Jotika’s wealth was re-
nowned throughout Rajagaha. His seven-story castle was faced with precious
stones and featured wishing trees, pits full of silver, gold, and seven kinds of
gems, and stalks of golden sugarcane whose leaves were covered in jewels. His
wealth was the envy of the story’s antagonist, King Ajatasattu. As a prince,
Ajajasattu asked his father, the renowned King Bimbisara, to seize Jotika’s
great wealth, but the King declined, saying such an action would not be in
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accordance with the dhamma since Jotika’s wealth was the result of his accumu-
lated merit. Ajatasattu then sent an army to seize Jotika’s castle, but this attempt
also failed. Finally, he confronted Jotika directly, insisting that he turn over his
wealth. Jotika informed the king that his wealth could not be taken from him
by force since it derived from his own merit. It could, however, be relinquished
willingly as demonstrated by Jotika upon his ordination. In the Traibhiumikatha,
the Jotika story is followed by a long exposition on various kinds of merit-
making, demonstrating that the author correlated Jotika’s wealth and merit
with the everyday merit-making activities of the ordinary person. The text
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states that there are 17,280 kinds of merit that can be made in the realm of
sensual desire, eight of which relate to ten different kinds of merit-making: the
giving of alms; observance of precepts (five, eight, or ten); the practice of med-
itation (which includes activities such as chanting or recollecting the Buddha);
the dedication of merit to others; rejoicing in the merit of others; helping a
family member or members of a temple; showing respect to one’s elders;
preaching the dhamma; listening to the dhamma; and having a steadfast faith
in the Buddha, dhamma, and sangha.!®

Exemplary donors within the chronicle traditions of South and South-
east Asia are often royal figures who, through their pious generosity, ensure
prosperity for their kingdoms and the continuation of the sangha. In the
Jinakalamalipakaranam, a sixteenth-century text compiled by Ratanapafifia
Thera of Chiang Mai, we find stories of the great kings of Sri Lanka and Siam
who promoted the sangha through collecting relics, building stapas, and com-
missioning Buddha images. One example is this passage that describes the
construction of the Mahacetiya by King Dutthagamini:

'The novice brought the relics given by the Naga King Mahakala
and gave them to the King. The King, too, with diverse forms
of ceremonies in honour and reverence, on the full-moon day
of Asilha under the influence of the planetary combination of
Uttarésalha, conducted a great festival enshrining the relics. And
having done the enshrining, he caused above it the construction of
a great thupa called Suvannamali ‘Of Golden Garlands’, 120 cubits
in height. Accumulating unlimited merit, the King reigned for
twenty-four years and, ever continuing to recollect his merit, he
passed away having had (the disposal of) his body entrusted to the
Order, and being reborn in the heavenly chariot that had come
from the Tusita Abode, and being adorned in heavenly ornaments,
he circumambulated, even while the populace was looking on, the
Mahathapa thrice, saluted the Order of monks and departed to
the Tusita Abode.?

In this selection and in others within the text, the author emphasizes the abun-
dance of merit that one receives through generous acts of giving, especially
from the construction of a stupa. These stories also reinforce the positive im-
pact of these acts on Buddhism. In the Camadevivamsa, a fifteenth-century
northern Thai text that recounts the founding of the city of Haripuijaya, hap-
piness, piety, and generosity go hand in hand.

Camadevi, the queen mother, was held in the same high regard as
her sons. She attained a state of great happiness (mahadevisukham)
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that anyone would envy: happy while sleeping, happy while stand-
ing, and happy while walking. Everything that she wanted was re-
alized (sabbam samijjhati).

Camadevi arose early in the morning. Upon waking she sat one
her bed and recalled her virtue (gunam) in the past, the future, and
the present. With wealth sufficient for her needs, she offered food
to monks, Brahmans, and even beggars. She lacked for nothing;
money and rice were always plentiful.

She thought to herself, “Because of my previous good deeds, I have
achieved success in this life. The time has come for me to perform
good deeds for the future when I am old and ill (anagate kattabbam
kusalam mayd).”

In the morning with these thoughts in mind (evam jintayitvana),
the queen mother arose from her bed, washed her face, attired
herself in new clothes, and adorned herself with several kinds
of jewelry. Seated upon a palanquin she circumambulated the
city surrounded by a large retinue. East of the city she built the
Rammakarama, a forest temple, complete with a vihdra and a Bud-
dha image. Afterward she [gave the following to the sanghal: a
residence for the community of monks headed by the sanghathera;
the Maluvarama Monastery, including a wvihara, at the northern
corner of the city to accommodate the monks from the four direc-
tions; the Abaddharama Monastery to the north of the city with
a vihdra that she offered to the monks from Lankirama; the
Mahavanarama Monastery to the west of the city along with a
vihara and a monk’s residence (%uti) as well as a Buddha image
for the monks food and drink for the resident monks; the Ma-
hasattarama Monastery to the south of the city and its vihara
with an incomparably beautiful image for the monks residing at
the temple. Food and drink were also offered to the sasgha. From
her own resources (sayam) the princess mother built mabdvibira in
the five different places . . . With royal support from Queen Camadevi
and her two sons, Buddhism (buddhasdisana) flourished.?

'The Camadevivamsa combines the dynastic elements of vamsa literature with
the religious dimensions of jataka and tamnan literature. 2 T o0 doing, this
text, as with many northern Thai chronicles, intertwines the dramatic history
of a specific place with the power of the Buddha and his followers. Stories
of the Buddha’s journeys in northern Thailand serve to establish these sites as
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sacred and auspicious.?? They also demonstrate how descriptions of prosperous
kingdoms go hand in hand with stories of piety, merit, and generous giving.

'The correlation between piety, merit, and generous giving is also found in
the material culture of Theravada Buddhism. While canonical and vernacular
texts glorify the generosity of donors through narratives of giving and receiv-
ing, the epigraphic evidence stands as a material reminder of these acts of dana.
Temple inscriptions throughout South and Southeast Asia relay stories of great
generosity and the rewards of such action. The sixteenth-century inscription
from Wat Khema near Sukhothai (Sukhodaya), for instance, provides an ex-
tensive list of offerings to the temple (literally to the Buddha®®) by Prince Cau
Debaruci and other donors, as well as references to the donation of land by “his
majesty the great upasaka Cau Brana Sri Dharmasokaraja.”** The records of
these donations are inscribed in stone in order “that (the record) may last as
long as the Buddha’s religion.” Prior to listing the various gifts to the Buddha,
the inscription tells us that the donors offered to the temple: an image of the
Buddha, pedestals for other images, the floor of the wihdra (dwelling place),
and two ponds for the monks. In the list of gifts for the Buddha, many of the
items are listed with the price of the object along with its intended function, as
we see in this inscription:

Beginning here (is a list of ) articles presented by Cau Debaruci to
the (image of the) Buddha in the vihira: One piece of peficati
cloth, costing two tamlif, for the throne; One brass almsbowl,
costing one tamlin, to be an almsbowl for (the image of) the Bud-
dha; One pedestal tray of foreign make, a cubit and four inches in
diameter, costing two tamlin; One decorated large bowl and ten
small accessory bowls, forming a set with the pedestal tray, to be
used in making payséri offerings in homage to the Buddha; One
brass cover-box, costing five salin, in which to put areca fruits in
homage to the Buddha; One tray of gold alloy, costing one tical,
for serving fermented tea-leaves in homage to the Buddha; One
long-necked bottle with a lid, made of gold alloy and costing one
tical, in which to put water in homage to the Buddha.?®

The next items listed are gifts presented to the chedi, which unfortunately are
not legible, followed by a list of items presented to the Buddha by other merit
makers; these include silk, a lectern, embroidered cloth, texts, a canopy for
the preaching chair, a gong, a teakwood drum, a plate gong, and stone slabs
for monks to sit on and lean against during sermons. We are then told about
land donations and slaves that were presented to the Buddha. This part ends
with the following wish (prazthana, Pili), “May all these things be strong and
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durable, (to bring) good results to all the merit makers until we reach heaven
and nibbana.” The final section relays the principal donor’s personal wishes:

As for me, I earnestly desire the prerequisites of Buddhahood. As
long as I go on without obtaining them, in whatever existence I
may be born, I pray that I shall have wisdom and wealth born to
me in every re-birth, and that no sickness will befall me. Further-
more the good results of the merit I earned by being ordained in
the religion, and by making these benefactions to the Buddha’s re-
ligion, I dedicate to my teachers and spiritual preceptors, to my
father and mother, to my elders and relatives, to the lords, the kings
and divinities, all of them, and to whatever creatures have gone to
hell or have been reborn as pretas or animals. May every one of
them attain happiness as a result of the merit I have earned in this
way in the Buddha’s religion!?®

These temple inscriptions served as testaments of piety as well as indices of
social standing within the community since meritorious wealth also translates
into social power and prestige as seen in a number of ethnographic studies.?’
In his seminal essay on merit and power, Lucian Hanks describes the Thai so-
cial order as comprised of individuals who exist within a hierarchy of varying
abilities and quality of lives depending on merit (éun), virtue (khwamdi), and
demerit (4ap).”® The meritorious rich man is, by far, the most powerful person
within the community:

Because of his greater merit, a rich man is more effective than a
poor man and freer from suffering. . . . The rich man marries off his
children with more elaborate ceremony and offers more alms at
the temple. Contrary to the Christian gospel, a poor widow, giving
her all to the priest, remains less blessed than the rich man; both
have performed meritorious acts, but the Thai observe that the ef-
fectiveness of ten thousand baht far outweighs the widow’s bat-

tered coin.?’

In this cultural context, the more merit one has, the more one is able to gener-
ate through great acts of dana, which, in turn, solidify one’s power and prestige
within the community.3

These social benefits provide motivation for the public displays of giving
that are found throughout the Buddhist world. Acts of generosity are lauded in
ceremony and ritual, and magnanimous donors are publicly acknowledged and
praised. In this sense, these acts are similar to the ancient Greeks and Romans
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who valued the euergetés, a “doer of good,” whose generosity was displayed
through grand acts of public benefactions, as well as the early Christians bish-
ops whose acts of giving to the poor were often conducted with maximum
publicity.3! In the Buddhist context, public giving serves to reinforce the social
standing of magnanimous donors within the community while simultaneously
offering an opportunity for those of lesser wealth to partake in the merit-making
as witnesses of generosity. Grand public giving, therefore, has played an impor-
tant sociological and religious role within the Buddhist tradition.

Dhammakaya Merit-Making

The Dhammakaya Temple drew on this rich historical correlation of wealth
and prestige with merit in its campaign to transform the Dhammakaya Temple
from a local wat to an international center for Dhammakaya practice that could
accommodate hundreds of thousands of practitioners. At the inception of this
transformation, Phra Thatthacheevo, the assistant abbot, told one Thai scholar
that, “The Catholics have their Vatican, the Moslems their Mecca, we Bud-
dhists therefore await our World Thammakaay Center.”*? According to Phra
Thatthacheevo’s vision, the World Dhammakaya Center would serve as a cen-
ter for Buddhist study and practice that would bring people together from all
over the world to cultivate, in the words of a popular Dhammakaya slogan,
“world peace through inner peace.” In keeping with the magnitude of this
vision, Dhammakaya leaders have constructed a number of new buildings to
accommodate and attract large numbers of practitioners: the Great Sapha
Dhammakaya Hall, an assembly hall which covers an area of over forty acres
and which is lauded as the “largest public building in the world;” the Mahat-
hammakai Chedi (Maha Dhammakaya Cetiya), a massive stapa with 1,000,000
golden Buddha images, which serves as a focus for communal ritual and devo-
tion; and a memorial hall dedicated to the beloved Luang Pho Sot, the founder
of the meditation technique used by the Temple. In addition to these three
buildings, the Temple has constructed a large memorial for Khun Yay, which is
located in the older section of the Temple, and is currently building an enor-
mous meditation amphitheatre that will surround the Mahathammakai
Chedi.* The amphitheatre, according to the Temple, will allow one million
people to meditate together.

As with the construction of temples throughout the history of the Bud-
dhism, the construction of the World Dhammakaya Center depended exclu-
sively on the generosity of donors. Because of the magnitude of this particular
project, the Temple launched an aggressive fund-raising campaign in the late
1990s that targeted active practitioners as well as members of the wider com-
munity. Pamphlets were mailed to practitioners, their families, friends, and
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World Dhammakaya Center. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

even remote acquaintances. Large billboards advertising these various fund-
raising projects were placed in clear view throughout Bangkok. Temple staff
utilized newspapers, radio programs, and television shows as a means of pro-
moting interest in these activities. The Temple, moreover, found inventive ways
to recognize publicly those who were exceptionally generous. These donors had
preferential seating at Temple events and in publicity photographs; they had
access to high-ranking Dhammakaya monks who were usually secluded from
the massive crowds; they donned amulets, almost like military badges and
medals of rank, which denoted the monetary level of their generosity, and some
became members of the Temple’s “millionaires’ club,” a special group of people
who were guaranteed rebirth as a millionaire for the gift of a regular monthly
donation.

At the same time that the Temple utilized modern technology to spread
its message, solicit donations, and invent methods to acknowledge exceptional
generosity, it also employed traditional Theravada narratives of merit-making
that correlated acts of dana with the cultivation of merit and the reception of
beneficial results. Nowhere was this more apparent than in its fund-raising
campaign for the Mahathammakai Chedi, which made an effective and allur-
ing association between Dhammakaya donors in the present and the exemplary
donors of the past. The Temple linked contemporary donors to this tradition by
inscribing the names of individual donors on the base of the Phra Dhammakaya
images that were affixed to the chedi, which replicated the traditional donative
inscriptions on Buddhist monuments throughout Asia. Stories of exceptional
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generosity were told at Temple events and in Temple publications, and gener-
ous monetary gifts were exchanged for amulets renowned for their miraculous
powers. In these ways, the donors’ names, acts of generosity and, in some cases,
their stories of miracles and inspiration became a part of the Temple’s own
narrative of exemplary Dhammakaya piety. In so doing, the Temple effectively
utilized popular ideas concerning merit-making, amulets, and miracles in its
campaign to generate donations for the Mahathammakai Chedi.

Patronage of the Mahathammakai Chedi

'The building of a stipa is one of the most celebrated acts of Buddhist generos-
ity within the tradition, for it venerates the life and power of the Buddha and
the continuation of his teachings. The Mabdaparinibbana-sutta, which details
the final days of the life of the Buddha, sanctions the building of memorial
monuments for the enshrinement of the Buddha’s relics—the last physical
remains of the Buddha—in a manner befitting a cakkavattin, an ideal wheel-
turning monarch.

Ananda, the remains of a wheel-turning monarch are wrapped in a
new linen-cloth. This they wrap in teased cotton wool, and this in
a new cloth. ... Then having made a funeral-pyre of all manner of
perfumes they cremate the king’s body, and they raise a stupa at a
crossroads. That, Ananda, is what they do with the remains of a
wheel-turning monarch,and they should deal with the Tathagatha’s
body in the same way. A stupa should be erected at the crossroads
for the Tathagatha. And whoever lays wreaths or puts sweet per-
fumes and colours there with a devout heart, will reap benefit and
happiness for a long time.3*

While many scholars in the past viewed the “stapa cult” as an exclusively lay
form of Buddhist religiosity, Gregory Schopen has offered convincing evi-
dence to demonstrate that monks were involved in the stapa cult at a very early
point within the tradition.?® He cites the story of Mahinda and the king in
the Mahivamsa to make this point.

'The king promises to build a stapa; the Monk Mahinda appoints
another monk to fly to India to procure relics; he succeeds; and
Mabhinda stays. The moral of this tale, written by a monk about a
monk, seems obvious: the continuation of Buddhist monasticism
in Sri Lanka depended on procuring a relic and building a stapa
so that the monks would have an object of worship. The relic and
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stupa cults were, therefore, seen by the author of the Mahavamsa as
a primary concern of the monastic community and a necessary
prerequisite for its continuance.3®

While scholars and practitioners may continue to debate the Buddha’s inten-
tions regarding his relics and stipas,’” there is no doubt that both have been
central to the establishment and continuation of the sangha in South and
Southeast Asia.

Chedi at Wat Phra Kaew, Bangkok. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)
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As containers for the Buddha’s relics, stapas are monuments of great
power.3® These memorial monuments not only mark the presence of Buddha
relics, they literally make the Buddha present.® In so doing, they tap into the
abundant power of the Buddha, and mediate the influence of this power to the
lives of Buddhist practitioners.® It is this power that Buddhist pilgrims hope
to access as they travel from their homes to stapas throughout the Buddhist
world, from the ancient stapa at Safichi to new stapas in Buddhist communi-
ties in Thailand, India, and America.

Chedi at Wat Ku Tao, Chiang Mai. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)
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'The popularity of stipa veneration derives in large part from the belief
that they are “fields of merit,” which will bring, in the words of the
Mabhaparinibbana sutta, well-being and happiness for a long time. Patronage of
stupa-building, therefore, became an enormously popular act of Buddhist piety,
as evidenced in the legends of great stapa-builders, such as King Asoka (third
century BCE), and the wide range of stipas in Buddhist countries. In Thai-
land, the building of a stapa is believed to be a highly meritorious act. As a
result, many temples have more than one stapa. In addition, many old stupas
are left to fall into states of disrepair as new ones are built. Restoration may
have historic value, but in terms of the popular religion, it is not as fruitful of a
source of merit as new construction.

The Dhammakaya Temple’s construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi
must be viewed within this history of stipa building and veneration.*! Temple
publications describe the Mahathammakai Chedi as a sunruamphlangsattha, a
center for the power of sattha (confidence or faith). As with the other notable
pilgrimage sites across Asia, Dhammakaya practitioners envision their chedi as
a focal point for the veneration of the Buddha and other acts of piety. One
Dhammakaya poem describes the chedi as a place where:

There are no tears of sorrow but tears of happiness here!

‘There is no hunger but eternal satisfaction here!

Hot or cold weather will never interfere with the ultimate goals
here!

Here people from all over the world will join hand in hand with
their strong faith and will join with the [Mahathammakai
Chedi].*#?

'The representation of the Mahathammakai Chedi as a center for the power of
sattha is rich with cosmological overtones, for it creates, in the words of the
assistant abbot, a Buddhist center of the world akin to Mecca and the Vatican.
Dhammakaya discourses do not represent the chedi as one among many but,
rather, as the preeminent focal point for Buddhist piety.

The Temple’s desire to create a World Dhammakaya Center that will
serve as a (if not #he) Buddhist center prompted concerns among the Dhamma-
kaya community over the longevity of the chedi. While it is common to find
stipas in various states of disrepair, each new stupa is built with the intention
that it will stand as a lasting testament of the devotion of its patrons. For this
purpose, the Dhammakaya Temple insisted that only the finest quality of ma-
terials be used in the construction of its chedi, and they chose a design that
ensured effective heat, moisture, ventilation and flood control, as well as ade-
quate earthquake protection.® The focus on insuring the longevity of the chedj,
along with the longevity of wicha thammakai, reveals the Temple’s progressive
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view of Buddhist history. Stories about the end of Gotama Buddha’s dispensa-
tion do not play a role in the Temple’s narratives concerning the future. On the
contrary, we saw in the last chapter how the Temple leaders plan to promote
the Dhammakaya method throughout the world, and thereby gather more
practitioners to the Dhammakaya family (kbropkhrua thammakai). With this
progressive sense of the future, the Temple sees its rigorous campaign for the
construction of the chedi as an outgrowth of the enduring notion of its cen-
tral place within the Buddhist world. This view of the Dhammakaya chedi
fits within a larger pattern of stapa-building within the Theravada tradition—

A Relic of the Buddha, Wat Saket, Bangkok. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)
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Celebration in Front of the Mahathammakai Chedi. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

stipas make sites sacred; in so doing, they reinforce the privileging of particu-
lar places over others. For this reason the Mahathammakai Chedi is called a
“center for the power of faith.”

The Mahathammakai Chedi, as a center for the power of faith, promotes
not only Dhammakaya practice, but also Dhammakaya symbolism. According
to Temple publications, the chedi serves as a symbol of and vehicle for world
peace. This idea is expressed through the Temple’s oft-repeated slogan: peace
throughout the world is started within the individual.** People who donate
money for the construction of the chedi are therefore fostering peace both
within themselves by developing the perfection of dana and within others by
serving as models for admiration and emulation. Devotional songs emphasize
how it will stand as a symbol of both piety and peace for generations to come.
'The shape and style of the Mahathammakai Chedi is a physical representation
of the tiratana, the triple gem—the Buddha, the dhamma, and the sangha: the
upper region houses relics of the Buddha along with one million individual
Phra Dhammakaya images; the middle section represents the dhamma and
contains the entire ipitika (the Pali canonical texts), and the lower section is
the sangha region, a platform base that seats up to ten thousand monks. The
religious symbolism of the chedi extends to Dhammakaya exemplars since the
chedi is said to represent Luang Pho Sot’s purity of mind and attainment of
Dhammakaya perfection as well as Khun Yay’s dedication to the Temple and
her teacher.
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As a symbol of world peace, the triple gem, purity of mind, and dedica-
tion, the Mahathammakai Chedi functions as a preeminent field of merit for
all potential donors. All gifts offered to it will, therefore, yield exceptional merit
for the donor. According to one Dhammakaya text, the merit gained from
these donations continues to multiply each time that the donor sees the chedi.*
In the fund-raising campaign for the construction of the chedi, the leaders of
the Temple emphasized how individual donations would benefit both Bud-
dhism and the individual donor. Descriptions of these benefits are replete in
Temple publications, pamphlets, and advertisements, as are the linkages be-
tween Dhammakaya donors and the exemplary donors of the past. One fund-
raising pamphlet instructs potential donors that Buddhists have always come
together to build “holy sanctuaries” in order to pass down knowledge of the
triple gem to future generations and to ensure the continuation of the Bud-
dha’'s dhamma in the world.* It is for this purpose that the Mahathammakai
Chedi is being built, so that it may be a “symbol of the majestic grandeur and
pricelessness of the Lord Buddha’s Teaching” for generations to come. In an-
other Dhammakaya publication, the Temple explicitly compares King Asoka’s
construction of stipas in ancient India to the contemporary construction of
the Mahathammakai Chedi.*” In referencing the legend of King Asdoka, the
publication not only draws comparisons between his acts of generosity and
those of Dhammakaya donors, it also places the person of Asoka within the
Dhammakaya lineage. Following the Temple’s construction of the ideal lay
practitioner, Asoka is portrayed as a great patron of Buddhism and as a master
of Dhammakaya meditation.

In the various fund-raising pamphlets that were disseminated at the
temple and mailed to potential donors, people were instructed in how they too
might become exemplary donors. Rather than financing an entire project (as
exemplary donors did in the past), Dhammakaya donors could contribute to
the Mahathammakai Chedi by commissioning individual Phra Dhammakaya
images that would be affixed either to the exterior of the chedi or housed
within its interior (prices ranged from 10,000 baht to 30,000 baht depending
on location). The name of each donor would be engraved on the base of each
individual image (or if the donor preferred, the names of Luang Pho Sot, Khun
Yay, or Phra Dhammachayo).

'This would ensure that future generations would remember the donor’s
generosity. The act of engraving the names of donors on pieces of Buddhist art
or architecture, once again, has a long history within the tradition in South and
Southeast Asia.

In addition to descriptions of the Phra Dhammakaya images, these
fund-raising materials also typically listed additional benefits that a donor
might receive from their acts of generous giving: wealth and prosperity, per-
sonal beauty, career success, purity and radiance of mind, and endowment with
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Phra Dhammakaya Images. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

Casting of Phra Dhammakaya Images. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)
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Casting of Phra Dhammakaya Images. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

worldly riches, heavenly riches, and the riches of nirvana. This idea draws upon
the narrative tradition of exemplary donors and the rewards (anisamisa) that
they received for their generosity. Pratthand, the wishes that accompany acts of
piety, “purport to provide the worshiper with valued material rewards—health,
wealth, sensuous delight, powerful prestige, high caste status, or, if the devotee
is a woman, the prospect of being reborn as a male.”* The reception of these
rewards derives from the cultivation of merit in this life and in past lives. While
the actual fruits of one’s merit are typically unknown,*
ing the Dhammakaya Temple, frequently refer to the “this-worldly” and spiri-

tual benefits of generous giving.

many temples, includ-

Phra Mabhsiriratthat Amulets

Fund-raising for the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi included the
distribution of amulets (phra khruang) to exceptionally generous donors. As
with the practice of stapa-building, the creation and distribution of sacred ob-
jects has a long history in Theravada Buddhism. From the corporeal relics of
the Buddha to votive tablets and coins imprinted with the images of medita-
tion masters, the Buddhist tradition has long fostered the idea that power can
be concentrated within objects as well as within persons. In Thailand, these
objects are commonly referred to as possessing saksit (a compound of szk#i and
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siddhi, Sanskrit), which highlights the tangibility of the objects’ power. These
power-infused objects are thought to have the ability to ward off danger, to
protect one from misfortune and the influence of malevolent spirits, as well as
to promote health, wealth, and good fortune.*

The abundance of votive tablets and dhdarani sealings in temples and
stupas at Nalanda and Bodh Gaya in northeast India testify to the popularity
of these objects in Indian Buddhism. They were, among other things, popular
items for pilgrims to collect after visiting auspicious sites. During the Pala pe-
riod (eighth to eleventh centuries BCE), for instance, when Bodh Gaya was a
thriving pilgrimage center, votive tablets portraying an image of the Buddha in
the “calling the earth to witness” pose (bhamisparsamudri; which recalls a piv-
otal moment in his awakening story) were produced in abundance, most likely
for distribution to pilgrims.”® Many of these ancient Indian votive tablets
found a life outside of India in Southeast and East Asia as they moved with
pilgrims, missionary monks, and traveling merchants. Art historians also note
how these Indian artifacts influenced the production of similar objects through-
out Asia. In the case of Thailand, there are distinctive votive tablets from each
period and geographic region, and excavations at stipas reveal the use of a
number of different molds, reflecting the use of specific motifs by individual
temples and monks.>?

The contemporary “cult of amulets” in Thailand is an extension of this
tradition of power-imbued objects. No one knows when it actually began, but
one historian points to the reign of King Mongkut (1851-1868) during which

“antique collecting” became a popular pastime among modern elites.

Antique objects were apparently popular among the royal family
and high-ranking generals. For instance, Buddha images had never
before been kept inside a residence, but a trend developed wherein
images were displayed on an altar in the ‘Buddha-room’ (hong phra)
of each house. Because of the increased demand, many antique
shops sprang up in Bangkok. To supply them, a number of ar-
chaeological sites were illegally dug up and sometimes destroyed.
Burglars searched for gold caskets and Buddha images in stapa,
and in the process, often came across votive tablets that had been
installed together with other valuable objects. Initially there was
little interest in these small clay objects so they were discarded or
sold at low prices. As the cult became more prominent, probably
by the end of the reign of King Chulalongkorn (Rama V, 1868—
1910), the destruction of stipa and temple compounds expanded
in the search for the tablets themselves. Since the tablets were in-
stalled in stipa we can be certain that they were not originally used
as amulets, but rather served as objects of consecration.*?
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During the modern period, it became a popular practice for these votive tablets
to be worn around the neck as amulets. In its earliest phase, the focus of the
cult of amulets was on antique amulets from places such as Lamphun, Lopburi,
and Sukhothai, but the cult expanded to include ancient votive tablets, repro-
ductions, and the amulets of royalty as well as living and newly diseased monks.
In Stanley Tambiah’s classic study of the “cult of amulets” in Thailand, he lists
four classes of amulets: amulets of famous and historic Buddha images, amu-
lets of famous Buddhist monks, miscellaneous amulets with varying images
that were sacralized by monks and lay experts, and contemporary amulets that
were blessed by forest-dwelling meditation masters.>

Phra Mabhsiriratthat Amulet and Mahathammakai Chedi.
(Courtesy of the Dhammakiya Foundation.)
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All of these amulets are power-laden objects that serve as symbols of
Buddhist piety (a form of Buddhinussati—recalling the Buddha), as agents of
protection and good fortune, and as indices of prestige and social standing.
Amulets that portray an image of the Buddha are often interpreted as a form
of a Buddha relic, an object of commemoration serving to stimulate recollec-
tions of the Buddha for the practitioner. As agents of protection and good
fortune, they derive their efficacy from association with powerful materials and
persons. Some amulets are miraculously created out of ordinary objects such as
wood, clay, or even bullets. The latter are believed to protect the wearer from
bullet wounds.>> Other amulets derive their efficacy from acts of sacralization
in which monks either informally, through the simple recitation of a formula,
or formally, through a grand ceremony (phutthaphisek), charge them with
power. There are also instances when monks confer this power without know-
ing it (amulets have been placed beneath their cushions). Moreover, some
amulets are given their power through the expertise of lay specialists who “ma-
nipulate the more aggressive and dangerous types of magic.”® Amulets in con-
temporary Thailand also serve as indices of wealth, power, and prestige within
the community. Tambiah argues that the “more historic, more famous, more
potent amulets are in the hands of the rulers and the wealthy, for they are
sponsors of the ascetic saint as an amulet maker; these amulets confirm them
in their power and act as sureties of wealth; in the words of Mauss, they are a
‘magico-religious guarantee of rank and prosperity. They reflect and legitimate,
to put it in a Thai idiom, the hierarchy of merit.”” Because these amulets func-
tion as objects of piety, power and status, it is not surprising that the distribu-
tion of amulets by temples is a common practice in Thailand, and the trade and
“sale”8 of these items constitute a booming industry in Thailand.

The Dhammakaya Temple drew upon these ideas of power, prosperity,
and piety in their distribution of the Phra Mahsiriratthat amulets to donors
who commissioned individual Phra Dhammakaya images for the Mahatham-
makai Chedi. The amulet bears an image of Phra Dhammakaya, and at its base
is an inscription that reads, duf sap (suck wealth/property/assets). The name
Mabhsiriratthat means “king of all elements,” referring as it does to the amulet’s
composition of black diamond iron, gold, and mercury. Each of these elements
relates to specific benefits: Black diamond iron provides strength, gold makes
one healthy, and mercury makes one’s wishes come true.”® The gold frame that
accompanies the amulet also possesses special power. One advertisement de-
scribes the amulet as a phayan, a witness of the triple gem,; it is also a vehicle for
the accumulation of bun kuson (meritorious rewards), including po# sap (con-
sumer goods), lokiya sap (mundane goods), and ariya sap (noble goods).®° In
this advertisement, readers are instructed in the method of using the amulet as
an object of meditation. We are told that the amulet contains sa4si# (supernatu-
ral power) and is £hu bun (possessed by those with merit). It should be with us
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at all times, and be admired and prayed to several times each day. One should
cultivate feelings of love towards the image and think of it often. Rather than
visualizing the crystal ball as in formal Dhammakaya meditation, one should
meditate upon the amulet, repeating samma arahang as many times as needed
until the mind is calmed.®! At this point in the practice, one should focus on
one’s wishes and ask for success in future endeavors. The pamphlet informs
readers that the combination of the merit generated from the commissioning
of a Phra Dhammakaya image with the merit from the performance of amulet
pija, and faith in the triple gem will produce the following results: One will
encounter happiness and prosperity frequently, his life and material posses-
sions will be secure, he will find success in the event of an accident, and his life
will be full of worldly and spiritual success.

In April of 1998, the Temple began its publication of a series of maga-
zines entitled, Anuphap Phra Mahasiriratthat (the Power of the Mahsirirat-
that Amulet). These magazines, which were distributed on a monthly basis at
the Temple, contained inspirational stories of miraculous events in the lives of
people who possessed these amulets. They reported tales of miraculous heal-
ings and stories of extraordinary rescues, as well as stories of the accumulation
of wealth and prosperity. The Anuphap Phra Mahasiriratthat magazines resem-
bled the glossy amulet magazines found at local newsstands in Thailand, which
contain stories of renowned amulets and their effects on the lives of their “own-
ers.” Rather than selling the Anuphap Phra Mahasiriratthat magazines at local
newsstands, however, the Dhammakaya Temple distributed them free of charge
at the Temple. The magazines typically contained a number of inspirational
and miraculous stories about donors who possessed the Dhammakaya amulets,
as well as sermons from Phra Dhammachayo and Phra Thattacheewo, adver-
tisements for the chedi, and the lyrics to popular Dhammakaya chants.

'The stories in the first Anuphap Phra Mahasiriratthat magazine exem-
plify the general theme of miraculous power that runs throughout the other
volumes.®? The first story is of a young girl who, while dreaming, is visited by a
female ghost who tells the young girl to commission a Phra Dhammakaya im-
age at the Dhammakaya Temple on her behalf. In the midst of the dream the
ghost tells the young girl her name and her age of 692. When the young girl
awakes, she purchases a lottery ticket with the number 692; this leads to her
winning 600,000 baht. After she gets the prize, she goes to the ghost’s village.
She finds the ghost’s sister who, upon hearing the story, also goes to the Dham-
makaya Temple and donates even more money than the young girl on behalf
of her sister.

'The next story tells of a young Thai woman living in England who, while
visiting her family in Thailand, received a brochure about the Mahathammakai
Chedi. After she had returned home with the brochure, a miraculous event
occurred. She saw a beautiful light reflected in the window that she initially
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Cover of Anuphap Phra Mahasiriratthat Magazine. (Courtesy of the Dhammakaya Foundation.)

mistook for a UFO, but upon closer inspection she realized that the light was
emanating from the brochure. As she looked at the brochure, she suddenly
heard a voice coming from inside her body that said, “come home, come home.”
'The narrative informs us that she believed this to be a sign for her to return to
'Thailand in order to donate money to the Dhammakaya Temple. She donated
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30,000 baht for an individual Phra Dhammakaya image and received a Phra
Mahsiriratthat amulet in return.

Another story tells of a terminal cancer patient for whom no medical
treatment, including chemotherapy, could do anything. Many years prior, he
had made merit at the Dhammakaya Temple, and one day a Dhammakaya
monk visited him in the hospital and told him, “You are nearly dead, but if you
stay alive until your next birthday, then you will live a long time. The cancer will
disappear.” The man’s birthday was on the sixth of December, but on the fifth
of December he could no longer eat nor see, and he lost consciousness. While
unconscious, he thought about the Dhammakaya Temple and all of the merit
that he had made there and about how merit can make one’s health improve.
The story ends by telling us that he is still alive today and continues to make
merit at the Dhammakaya Temple.

During the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi, these stories
were repeated at Temple events, especially on Sundays during the periods be-
tween formal meditation or teaching sessions. Practitioners spoke about their
experiences at the Dhammakaya Temple, their reasons for attending, and no-
table events in their lives. Their voices were amplified by an array of micro-
phones and speakers placed throughout the large assembly hall, and often were
televised on the dozens of monitors mounted on pillars in the assembly hall.
On one occasion, I witnessed a man stand before hundreds of practitioners
and describe his association with the Temple. He explained that he started to
attend services at the Temple when his mother who was wheelchair bound
miraculously recovered after she had practiced Dhammakaya meditation and
made merit at the Temple. Interestingly, the fact that the spokesman was a
doctor added to the credibility of his statements.

Miracle in the Sky

During the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi, reports of miraculous
occurrences were not confined to the personal lives of individual Dhammakaya
donors. On September 6, 1998, as more than twenty thousand of practitioners
stood in front of the yet unfinished Mahathammakai Chedi, a miracle pur-
portedly occurred. The sun disappeared from the sky and was replaced by a
glowing, luminescent image of the late Luang Pho Wat Sot of Wat Pak Nam.
Photographs taken by the Temple depict practitioners crying and smiling,
pointing to the sky and waving reflective metallic flags with an image of Luang
Pho Sot on the front.

The Temple was not reticent to advertise this event in the press. In fact,
it advertised the “miracle in the sky” in the Bangkok Post, one of Thailand’s most
prominent English-language newspapers.®3 Descriptions of miraculous events
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abound in the daily Thai language newspapers, such as Daily News and Thairath,
but it was rather unusual for a temple to advertise a miracle in the Bangkok
Post— especially in a full-page color advertisement. At the top of the page the
caption read, that while some may criticize the miracle, “it is an excellent source
of inspiration to continue doing the greatest good.” Underneath was a picture
of the Mahathammakai Chedi with thousands of supporters around it, and in
the sky is a super-imposed, computer-generated picture of a golden Luang
Pho Sot. Below the chedi picture were photos of Dhammakaya practitioners in
states of ecstasy and wonderment, as they gazed into the sky with tears running
down their cheeks. Underneath these evocative photographs was printed the
Webster’s New World Dictionary’s definition of a miracle: “An event or action
that apparently contradicts known scientific laws and is hence thought to be
due to supernatural causes.” The advertisement continued, “Whether you believe
in miracles or not, the experience of a great number of devotees at Wat Phra
Dhammakaya in September this year certainly fits Webster’s New World defi-
nition.” There were two long testimonials describing the miracle on the bottom
half of the page, while at the right-hand side there was an image of the now
familiar Mahsiriratthat amulet and a description of its qualities and powers.

Finally, at the bottom of the page, there were two testimonials from wit-
nesses who described the miracle in their own words, imploring readers to visit
the Temple in order to witness such miraculous events for themselves. The first
testimonial was by Dr. Somsuda Phoopat of the Education Faculty at Kaset-
sart University. He began his account with a reference to a previous miracle,
that of Yamakapatihara, “when the Lord Buddha opens all the abodes, Preta,
Asurakaya, Manussa, Devata, Brahm and Arupabrahm so that every being
could see each other clearly.” Although he admitted to previous skepticism, his
witnessing of the miracle in the sky at the Dhammakaya Temple made him
into an ardent believer.

After the photographing of the mass devotees was completed ev-
eryone turned in the direction of the Maha Dhammakaya Cetiya
[Mahathammakai Chedi]. Suddenly, a bright light was seen to our
right. As we adjusted our eyes to see it even better, we could see
limitless brightness in the evening sky. There in the middle of all
this bright light was an image of Luang Phor Wat Pak Nam. He
was clearly visible with the bright sun shining from the center of
his body. The sun was clean, pure and extremely brilliant. It was a
great wonder to me. I was struck speechless. All I could do was
wave the flag of Luang Phor Wat Pak Nam that had been given
me, with feeling of gratitude and a wish that he could somehow
see me and carry me out of all suffering me and carry me out of all
suffering.®
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His testimonial continued with his description of the changing colors of the
sun, tears running down his face, and others declaring the “victory of mankind”
by chanting, “Chitam me, Chitam me, Chitam me.”® As he continued to
watch the sun, a golden crystal-clear Mahathammakai Chedi appeared from
within it. He acknowledged the skepticism of others, but suggested that each
person should “[t]ake a trip to Wat Dhammakaya and see the wonders that
abound there with your own eyes!”

The second testimonial printed in the advertisement was given by Mr.
Termpong Punachinda of the Thanachat Trust Company Limited. Termpong
began by stating that he had heard that Luang Pho’s image had appeared in
the sky on August 30, but it was not until he saw the miraculous events of
September 6 that he believed in the occurrence of miracles at the Temple. Un-
like Dr. Somsuda, Termpong did not see Luang Pho Sot; rather, he witnessed
the sun emitting flashing rays of light, and for one brief moment, he saw an

image of the Buddha.

'The ray colours alternated between white, pink, and gold. My hair
stood on end and I had an indescribable feeling of great happiness.
My body seemed light and as if it were expanding. I had no control
over my feelings, tears streamed from my eyes. The more I tried to
calm myself down, the more I broke into tears. They were tears of
happiness indeed, a happiness which I could not put into words.
When I looked up at the Cetiya and the Sangha, they were bathed
in changing lights of the sun; pink, violet and gold. Nearly all the
spectators there cried with happiness. The event continued around
half an hour and it definitely put me out of doubt about the “mira-
cle”I had heard about on August 30th.

He continued his testimonial by stating that some people believed him when
he relayed this story while others did not. Some asked whether it was a corona
or “ring of light seen around an eclipsed sun,” and others suggested that it
could be attributed to mass hypnosis. He acknowledged his own doubts prior
to witnessing the events of September 6, but he urged skeptics to travel to the
Temple in order to develop faith.

Both testimonials end their descriptions of the “miracle in the sky” by
urging individuals to go to the Temple to witness these extraordinary events
for themselves. The advertisement continued this theme at the very bottom of
the page with the following declaration: “Don’t wait for a miracle ... Be open
to the possibility of doing a great deal of good today, even though it’s late, be-
cause tomorrow might be just .. . too late!”'This claim is followed by an invita-
tion to upcoming events at the Temple, specifically the ceremonies marking
the one hundred fourteenth anniversary of the late Luang Pho Sot’s birthday.
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We are told that although Luang Pho Sot “may have departed from us in this
life. He still keeps watch over those who worship and respect him, however, we
can never return his endless loving-kindness.”

While modern rationalist interpretations of Buddhism deemphasize or
outright denounce the role of miracles within Theravada Buddhism, the
Dhammakaya Temple’s miracle in the sky is not an anomaly. Descriptions of
miracles abound within the texts and oral traditions of Theravida Buddhism,
from canonical tales of the miraculous powers (iddhi) and miraculous knowl-
edge (abhinnia) to popular stories involving the Buddha, his relics, and images.
The occurrence of miracles within these narratives commonly validates the
possession of supreme insight and merit by a particular individual. The fore-
most example of this is the Buddha’s sacred biography (or rather, biographies),
which is replete with miraculous events. In the Nidinakathd, an introduction
to the Jatakattakatha (a collection of past life stories), there are vivid descrip-
tions of these miraculous events. In the following passage from the Nidinakatha,
which recounts the effects of the Bodhisattva’s conception, we find a richly
detailed account of miraculous occurrences.

'The moment the Bodhisatta took conception in his mother’s womb
the entire ten thousand world-systems quaked, trembled, and
shook violently with one accord. Thirty-two portents make them-
selves manifest. An unlimited radiance spread in the ten thousand
world-spheres. And the blind regained their sight as though to
behold this wonder. The deaf regained hearing. The dumb spoke to
one another. The hunch-backs stood erect. Cripples were able to
walk on their feet. Creatures in bondage were released from im-
prisonment and fetters. The fire in all of the hells was extinguished.
Hunger and thirst in the realm of the creatures subsided. All be-
ings became affable. Horses neighed gently and so did elephants
trumpet. All musical instruments echoed forth their music. Brace-
lets and other ornaments of human beings resounded even without
striking against each other. All the directions became calm. A cool
and gentle breeze blew refreshing every one. Rain fell out of sea-
son. Water spouted out from the earth and flowed around. Birds
gave up their flight in the sky. The rivers stopped flowing. The great
ocean turned into sweet water. Everywhere the surface was covered
with the five kinds of lotuses. All varieties of flowers bloomed on
land and water; flowers that bloom on creepers—all of them
bloomed forth. Lotuses on stalks burst out in clusters of seven one
upon the other breaking through slabs of rock on dry land. Hang-
ing lotuses appeared in the sky. Showers of flowers came down
on every side. Heavenly music resounded in the sky. The entire ten
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thousand world-systems bearing of one mass garlands and fanned
vigorously with yak-tail whisks, were impregnated with the fra-
grance of flowers and incense and attained the highest splendour,
like a ball of flowers spun round and released, or like a wreath
of garlands tied firmly together, or like a well decorated flower-
alter.%®

These miraculous events mark the Buddha’s conception as special, as extraordi-
nary, for it is not everyday that a future Buddha enters the world. The won-
drous detail that is found within this account is replicated throughout the text
as we read of other miraculous occurrences in the Buddha’s life, including the
magical disappearance of the Buddha’s earthenware bowl (which was instantly
replaced with a golden bowl by Sujata),®” the Buddha’s transformation of Mara’s
swords, daggers, darts, and other weapons into heavenly flowers,®® and his per-
formance of a miraculous levitation to a disrespectful crowd.®’

Similar descriptions of miraculous events in the life of the Buddha are
found in other sacred biographies, including Asvaghosa’s Buddhacarita (the Acts
of the Buddha, second century CE), and within countless tales of the Buddha
within the chronicle traditions of South and Southeast Asia. The Tamnan Ang
Salung (The Chronicle of [Sacred] Water Basin Mountain, a prefifteenth-
century text from northern Thailand), for instance, recounts numerous miracles
during the Buddha’s travels in the north.”® In one account, the Buddha proves
his majesty to a local Lawa former when “mucus dripped from the Buddha’s
nose but miraculously floated up to the leaves of the Asoka tree giving the
leaves a golden hue.” These leaves were then collected and honored as a Bud-
dha relic; its power is thought to be the ability to “determine who is good and
who is evil.””! In another account, the Buddha gives a hair relic to a group of
arahants and King Asoka, which miraculously multiplies by eight in order for
their to be eight reliquaries in that region.”? In the Camadevivamsa, a fifteenth
century text from northern Thailand, a miraculous tale leads to the founding of

the famed city of Haripuiijaya.

'The Blessed One, descending to the splendid, densely forested site
of the future Haripufijaya on the west bank of [ Kwang] river, stood
at the place where the relics would appear and looked for a place to
set down his alms bowl.

At that moment, a square slab smooth as a drum . . . arose from the
earth near the tathagata’s feet. The Blessed One then placed his
alms bowl on the stone, put his robe (mabapamsukulacivaram) over
one shoulder, and looked around carefully. As the governor in-
spects a city in order to protect it, so also the Buddha inspected the
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site so that the sons of the Mon would remember [the place].
While the Blessed One was so engaged, he spoke to the Mon, “O
forest Adiccardja [Adittaraja] will govern it. He will be of your lin-
eage. When I have reached my parinibbana my relics (saririkadhatu)
will appear at this place, and the king will protect them.”

Having spoken, the Blessed One took his alms bowl and after put-
ting it in the palm of his hand, it immediately rose into the air and
proceeded ahead of the Buddha. The Blessed One then ascended
into the air following the alms bowl until he arrived at the Isipa-
tana forest near Varani.

As the sons of the forest witnessed this miracle, they marveled at
the power (guna) of the Blessed One, and then returned to their
village. The white crow, hearing the words of the Buddha and tell-
ing another crow of his intention, appointed [the second crow] to
guard the place and then he flew to the Himavanta forest.”

'These tales of miraculous events from the Tamnin Ang Salung and the Camade-
vivamsa not only reinforce the presence of miracles in the Buddha’s biography;,
they serve as charter myths for stories of post-nibbanic miracles involving
Buddha relics, images, manuscripts, and future meditation adepts. In the case
of relics, there are numerous stories in South and Southeast Asia, which re-
count tales of how relics have miraculously escaped destruction by fire, by
smashing, by water, and by burial.”* Because these miraculous escapes are a
sign of the power within the relic, it is not surprising that some Buddhists in
Thailand believe that Buddha relics, votive tablets, and amulets possess the
power to protect practitioners from misfortune, bad luck, and malevolent forces.

As we saw in the descriptions of the miraculous powers of Luang Pho
Sot and Khun Yay Ubasika Chan in the last chapter, the tales of miracles in the
Buddha’s life also reflect the belief that skill in meditation may produce mi-
raculous or supra-normal powers (iddhi) and knowledges (abifizia). In the
Samannaphala-sutta, for instance, the Buddha describes the possession of su-
pra-normal powers by adept practitioners who have reached the fourth jhana
of samatha meditation; they include the ability to appear and vanish at will, to
walk through barriers and on water, and to fly through the air. These powers are
considered to be one fruit (phala) of the contemplative life. In Thailand, tales of
beings with miraculous powers abound in stories of the past as well as the pres-
ent. But these beings are not always monks. In the Camadevivamsa, for in-
stance, the four powerful beings who fulfill the prophesy of the Buddha are
independent ascetics who have left the sangha but through the power of their
meditation, have still developed the five higher knowledges: “psychic power
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(iddhividhi), divine ear (dibbasotam), telepathy (paracittavijananam), recollec-
tion of previous lives (pubbenivasanussati), and divine eye (dibbacakkhu).”” This
is an important point to note, as the Dhammakaya miracle was interpreted by
some as the result of the collective meditation skill of the Dhammakaya com-
munity, which included monks, nuns, and laypersons of all ages.

Today, tales of miraculous events are commonplace in contemporary
Thai literature and popular discourse. The Dhammakaya Temple is far from
the only temple to “advertise” miraculous occurrences or to publish magazines
about the magical efficacy of particular amulets. In fact, as we shall see in
Chapter 5, the sale of such stories is a thriving industry in Thailand. Stories
about the history of particularly potent amulets, the monks who bless them,
and their effects on the people are replete within popular “amulet” magazines.
The Dhammakaya Temple’s marketing of the miracle in the sky and the Mah-
siriratthat amulets, should, therefore, be situated within the long-standing tra-
dition of miracles within the Theravada tradition as well as within contemporary
beliefs about miraculous occurrences in the lives of the pious.

Debates over Dhammakaya Merit-making

Given the importance of stapa-building in Theravada Buddhism and the pop-
ularity of amulets and tales of miraculous powers and events in Thailand, one
would not expect Dhammakaya merit-making to become the subject of a
heated national debate in 1998 and 1999. But it did. As we shall see in the next
chapter, critics of the Temple’s teachings and practices chose to interpret the
construction of the chedi as yet another sign of the corruption and commer-
cialization of Buddhism in contemporary Thailand rather than seeing it as the
product of pious Buddhists, as a field for merit-making. For some of these crit-
ics, the Temple’s construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi was interpreted
as an example of monastic excess, and its construction was seen as represen-
tative of a tendency within Thai Buddhism to view the “biggest as the best.”
Many temples throughout Thailand boast the possession of large edifices in-
cluding Buddha images, temple buildings, and monuments.

For other critics, it was not the size of the chedi project that was prob-
lematic as much as the Temple’s marketing techniques. These activities, accord-
ing to them, were clear examples of the commercialization of Buddhism
(phuttha phaniz). In particular, critics denounced the Temple’s distribution of
the Phra Mahsiriratthat amulets to patrons who commissioned the individual
Phra Dhammakaya images, and they criticized the Temple’s advertising of mi-
raculous events at the temple.”®

'The controversy over the Dhammakaya Temple’s construction of the chedi
demonstrates how acts of merit can become sites of contestation in which
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Buddha Image, Wat Indrawihan, Bangkok. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)

differing groups assert competing visions of religious practice, identity, and au-
thority. The concept of merit, while embedded within a rich history of Buddhist
discourses and practices, cannot be taken as self-evident. Past studies of merit
and merit-making in Thai Buddhism have asked the following kinds of ques-
tions: What is merit? How does it function in the system of Thai Buddhism?
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And how does it relate to the Buddhist quest for salvation? It is clear that not
all Buddhists agree on the constituent features of merit, the mechanisms for its
generation, and its function within the broader sphere of Buddhist religiosity.
'The situation is further complicated by the fact that each act of merit-making
takes place within a distinct social field, in which discourses of power, prestige,
and piety influence the interpretation and assessment of Buddhist practice.
Acts of dana are especially open to disagreement, for they rest upon assump-
tions regarding the merit of the donors and of their recipients, the appropriate-
ness of certain gifts, and the proper rules for exchange. Kemper argues that
“gift giving has a contractual character, and customs stipulate who should give
what and how it should be done,””” but as Bourdieu has shown us, customs are
not givens. They may be reproduced “fairly accurately,” but not determina-
tively.”® Most Theravada Buddhists, for instance, would agree that generosity is
a key Buddhist virtue, but questions may emerge over the appropriateness of
certain gifts by particular donors to particular recipients. The mechanics of giv-
ing, therefore, are subject to negotiation and contestation within history.

Katherine Bowie in a provocative revaluation of the notions of merit and
charity suggests that contrary to the doctrinal emphasis on the sangha as a field
of merit, “most villagers have a broader conception of merit making which in-
cludes charity to the poor.””? Bowie argues that, while scholarship on merit-
making generally defines it in reference to the offering of gifts to the sangha
and temple, many “villagers generally use the phrase tham bun (to make merit)
to refer to a wide range of good deeds or good actions occurring throughout
everyday life, regardless of institutional setting.” Her research revealed that
whereas many scholars interpret the effective power of merit in reference to the
amount given, many villagers “stress intention and relative ability to give.”
Bowie’s analysis of village conceptions and acts of merit-making demonstrates
how the field of merit-making, while resting upon customary ideas about merit,
is not a fixed category. Merit-making is a field that is constructed through
varying conceptions of efficacious action.

Rather than assuming the constituents of merit and the mechanics of
merit-making, then, it is far more fruitful to examine how Thai Buddhists
make use of the concept of merit, and how they relate their constructions of
merit to the larger discursive tradition of Theravada Buddhism and to their
specific cultural and historical contexts.®? Without taking this shift in orienta-
tion into account, apparent anomalous interpretations of merit (such as acts of
charity to the poor) appear deviant, when they are, in fact, legitimate uses of
the term within a specified context. Take, for instance, the infamous statement
by Phra Kitthiwuttho that Thai soldiers would accrue no demerit for killing
communists, or at the passages in the Sri Lankan Mahdvamsa that make simi-
lar claims regarding non-Buddhist “invaders.” In order for us to understand
why Phra Kitthiwuttho and the authors of the Mahavamsa made use of the
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concept of merit in this way, we need to recognize that the economy of merit is
a power-laden discourse within Buddhist societies, and, as such, it often be-
comes a site of debate and reflection for Buddhists at particular moments in
history.

In this vein, we must recognize that the recent debates over wealth, piety,
and merit-making in Thailand came to the forefront of public discourse during
a period in Thailand’s history when debates over prosperity and poverty were of
vital interest to Thais across the kingdom. The Dhammakaya controversy “broke
out” in the Thai press in 1998, in the midst of the Asian economic crisis. Thai
newspapers were saturated with stories of businesses going bankrupt, engineers
and accountants who were driving taxis, and abbots complaining about the
decline in donations. It was also during this time that Phra Maha Bua Yana-
sampanno, the abbot of Wat Pa Ban Tad temple in Udon Thani and a disciple
of the much beloved and admired forest monk, Phra Acharn Man, launched a
“national reconstruction” donation drive to save the Thai economy. People from
across the country donated currency, gold jewelry, and other valuable items to
his special economic relief fund. Given this economic climate, it is not surpris-
ing that Dhammakaya critics would raise questions about the temple’s market-
ing of the multimillion-dollar chedi. While other temples were struggling to
receive enough food or to pay their monthly bills and while Phra Maha Bua
campaigned to raise money to chuay chat (help the nation), the Dhammakaya
Temple was aggressively marketing its chedi project. The disparity between
these images of temple life and Thai life helped to light and fuel the flames of
controversy.

In response to questions about the appropriateness of the chedi project,
Temple officials defended its construction on several fronts. They stated that
the chedi fund-raising campaign began during a period of unprecedented eco-
nomic prosperity in Thailand—years before the economic downturn. They also
cited historical precedents for the building of temples during times of eco-
nomic difficulty. They compared their construction of the Mahathammakai
Chedi to King Rama I's construction of Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace
following years of war with Burma, arguing that the construction of religious
buildings during periods of economic strife serve to usher in new eras of pros-
perity and stability. The Temple was not alone in its discourses of prosperity
during this period. In 1998, the most popular Thai New Year cards bore images
of King Bhumipol on 100 baht, 500 baht, and 1000 baht Thai banknotes; the
message in the cards was “Wishing you a lot of wealth (40 Aai ruay).”® And
finally, temple officials asked why it was so wrong for people to spend money
on religion during times of economic woe, when many Thais were all too will-
ing to spend money on luxury items such as alcohol, cigarettes, and films. In
fact, they noted how the film, Tizanic, had grossed over one million baht in
'Thailand over a relatively short period of time.
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The Temple’s response to its critics highlights a crucial point. While the
critics related large public displays of merit-making to materialism in the con-
text of the economic crisis, Temple practitioners continued to view this kind of
merit-making as beneficial to the individual and to society as a whole. For
Dhammakaya practitioners, the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi,
the reception of Phra Mahsiriratthat amulets, and the tales of miraculous
events fit in perfectly with the tradition of merit-making at the heart of Thai
Buddhism. In this tradition, the association of prosperity with merit is assumed
and actively sought as one expression of Buddhist piety. The Dhammakaya
Temple may have taken these practices to a new level of proselytization, but
they were not fundamentally different from the long tradition of merit-making
and beneficial rewards that has fostered the spread of the Buddhist tradition
for centuries.



Chapter 4

'The Dhammakaya Controversy:
Wealth, Piety, and Authority

Embattled Dhammakaya abbot Dhammachayo vowed before thousands
of his supporters at this temple yesterday that he would not allow anyone
to defrock him. “I would rather die in a saffron robe,” he said to big ap-
plause from his devotees, some of whom also broke into tears. In a rare
speech on the controversy and the first show of defiance against religious
authorities’ attempts to defrock him, Dhammachayo defended himself
against allegations of embezzlement and told his followers to brace them-
selves for the possibility that he would be removed as the Dhammakaya
Temple’s abbot.

—The Nation, May 24,1999!

On the Sunday preceding Visakha Puja in 1999, Phra Dhammachayo an-
nounced to thousands of his disciples that he would die rather than be forced
to remove his monastic robes. Having made this vow, he urged his followers to
focus their attention on meditation practice and on the protection and dis-
semination of the Dhammakaya method. Scanning the faces of his devoted
tollowers sitting quietly in half-lotus positions, he could see expressions rang-
ing from immense pride to deep sadness. People were openly crying and shak-
ing their heads. One devoted follower of the Temple walked up to the stage
and addressed his fellow Dhammakaya supporters. He pleaded that they bring
their families to the Temple the following weekend in order to prevent at-
tempts by the police to disrobe the abbot. Throughout the day there were dis-
cussions about supporting and defending the abbot at all costs.
Dhammachayo’s declaration of monastic commitment followed months
of accusations and investigations in 1998 and 1999 into his controversial teach-
ings, practices, and personal assets. Over the course of this controversy,
Phra Dhammachayo’s character became the focus of both criminal and mo-
nastic investigations. The state brought criminal charges of malfeasance and
embezzlement against him, while concomitant charges were posed by high-
ranking monastic officials who alleged that Phra Dhammachayo had violated

129
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the monastic code of conduct by teaching heretical views on nirvana. Phra
Dhammachayo’s face was ubiquitous in the newspapers, news magazines, and
in editorial cartoons.

On the cover of one magazine, Phra Dhammachayo’s picture was encir-

cled by a glowing haze above a picture of the golden Mahathammakai Chedi.
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The Cover of Matichon Weekly, May 4,1999. (Courtesy of Matichon.)
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The caption underneath his picture read, Nikai mai?” (A new sect?)? On an-
other magazine cover, Phra Dhammachayo’s portrait appeared as a criminal
mug shot and the caption below it read, “WANTED!” On yet another cover,
Phra Dhammachayo’s picture had been digitally altered to present him in a
layman’s suit surrounded by a burning fire; its caption read, “The End.”*
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‘The Cover of Matichon Weekly, May 11,1999. (Courtesy of Matichon.)
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Given the focus on Phra Dhammachayo in the press, it would be tempt-
ing to equate the Dhammakaya controversy with the person of Phra Dham-
machayo, but the issues were actually far broader than the abbot’s personal
faults or merits. Debates over Phra Dhammachayo’s teachings, practices, and
personal wealth became occasions to reevaluate the relationship between
wealth and piety in Thai Buddhism as well as the identity of Thai Buddhism
itself. Arjun Appadurai argues that local knowledge is “actually knowledge of
how to produce and reproduce locality under conditions of anxiety and en-
tropy, social wear and flux, ecological uncertainty and cosmic volatility, and the
always present quirkiness of kinsmen, enemies, spirits and quarks of all sorts.”
This production of locality extends to religious identity as specific religious
communities authorize and reauthorize the contours of orthodoxy and orthop-
raxy in times of controversy.

The Dhammakaya controversy should, then, not be interpreted as merely
the story of how one of Thailand’s richest temples became subject to criticism,
condemnation, and ridicule. Occupying the popular imagination for over a
year, the controversy was the product of and stimulus for debates over Bud-
dhist thought, practice, and identity at a particular point in Thai history. Reli-
gious disputations provide unique windows into the fault lines of a religion at
critical historical junctures: They bring into sharp relief issues facing religious
communities as they respond and adapt to new challenges and social realities.
'This chapter analyzes the Dhammakaya controversy as an instance in history
when differing views over the relationship between wealth and piety collided
and became a national forum for issues of religious orthodoxy and institutional
authority in postmodern Thailand. This examination of the controversy will set
the stage by examining its broader context (the Asian economic crisis) and by
providing a chronology of its development from November 1998 to August
1999.This overview will highlight the various modes of criticism from the gov-
ernment, the press, and the religious authorities, and will analyze the charges
of materialism and heresy as they relate to differing critical voices within con-

temporary Thai Buddhism.

'The Context of the Controversy: The Asian Economic Crisis

The Dhammakaya controversy emerged within the historical context of the
Asian economic crisis that began in Thailand in the summer of 1997.The Asian
economic crisis had a profound effect upon the economies of Southeast Asia
and East Asia. The ramifications were numerous, ranging from the collapse of
governments to the increase in violent crime and suicide. While I was living in
Thailand in 1998 and 1999, the newspapers were full of tragic stories of how

unemployment and economic despair had led formerly successful individuals
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to commit suicide and of how drugs and crime were invading the schools and
taking over Thai youth.

Buddhist temples were not immune from the effects of the economic
crisis, especially in terms of donations. In September 1998, the Thai Farmers
Bank (TFB) research center conducted a poll on the amount of donations
given to temples during the economic crisis; 43.5 percent of the respondents
indicated that they were giving fewer donations and attending services less
often.® One abbot reflected on these results: “People organizing funerals are
cutting them down from nine or seven days to only two or three days. When
new monks collect alms in the morning, they hardly receive enough for break-
fast.”” The TFB research center also received a number of complaints from
local temple abbots who argued that not only were donations down, but they
were also receiving a number of checks with insufficient funds. Furthermore,
what little they did receive had to be directed towards monthly expenses. New
construction and restoration projects were out of the question. In fact, earlier in
the year the Department of Religious Affairs had requested that temples halt
building projects during the economic crisis.

Given the decline in donations since the inception of the Asian eco-
nomic crisis, it is not surprising that the Dhammakaya Temple’s extensive
fund-raising campaign for its Mahathammakai Chedi in 1998 raised serious
criticisms. The adverse economic environment may also explain why, during
the months preceding the Dhammakaya controversy, another religious dispute
erupted in the newspapers that raised questions about the methods of the ac-
quisition of wealth by temples. Allegations were leveled that Phra Khru With-
arnsutthikij, deputy abbot of Wat Lad Prao, had overcharged for the temple’s
funeral services in order to increase temple profits. One woman told the press
that she was forced to buy a coffin and flowers for her father’s funeral at an
inflated price and because she could not afford the temple’s high rates for rent-
ing the funeral pavilion, she had to hold the funeral services for her father
outside. Heavy rains fell on the night of the funeral. She told the press, “I im-
plored Phra Khru Mali to let me move the coffin to an enclosed pavilion, but
he said no. He even announced on loudspeakers that he would take it as a chal-
lenge if anybody helped move the coffin.”® This story filled the headlines in all
of the local papers, and it raised questions about the funeral industry in Thai-
land: Do temples overcharge for funeral services? How do temples manage the
profits from these and other services? Should the poor be charged for religious
services??

More generally, the economic crisis led to a reexamination of the rela-
tionship between wealth and Buddhist piety, the rise of consumerism within
popular culture, and the influences of global capitalism on Thai society. As
we shall see in Chapter 5, questions concerning the appropriateness of monas-
tic profit and the commercialization of Buddhism had circulated among the
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intellectual elite in Thailand over the past three decades, but the economic
crisis brought these questions to the forefront of public discourse. Previously,
criticism of the wealth and marketing of the Dhammakaya Temple had been
restricted to the sphere of intellectual discourse. In 1998, however, questions
concerning the Temple’s wealth were aired by mainstream media.

Becoming a national debate, the topic of wealth attracted the attention
of the religious authorities and prompted action (or at least the appearance of
action) by the Supreme Sangha Council. In the case of the funeral controversy,
Phra Khru Mali was dismissed from his administrative duties shortly after the
story appeared in the press, and the Department of Religious Affairs and the
Supreme Sangha Council agreed to institute measures that would prevent
temples from seeking profits for their funeral services. These reforms took
many by surprise. One observer called the investigation “unprecedented.” Ac-
cording to him, it “is an open secret that temples charge fees for organizing
funerals. Everybody knows this is improper, but they keep quiet because they
don’t want to quarrel with monks.”'® In periods of economic hardship and in-
creased financial anxiety, however, accusations of the abuse of wealth by monks
enter the public sphere and become forces for reform.

Historical Outline of the Controversy

Controversies concerning the integrity of monastic practice have emerged in
Buddhist societies throughout the tradition’s twenty-five-hundred-year his-
tory. According to the Theravada tradition the first great schism (saighabheda)
occurred in the sangha at the Second Council at Vesili (330 or 320 BCE) be-
cause of the lax practice of an errant group of monks who were later called the
Mahasamghikas. One of their most contentious practices was the physical
handling of money, a practice that appeared to violate the tenth precept
against handling gold and silver.!* From the perspective of their critics, the
Sthaviravadins, these monks were to be condemned not only for their individ-
ual “defeats” (their violation of the rules of discipline), but also, and perhaps
more importantly, for their collective break from the orthodox sangha and sub-
sequent creation of an alternative sect. The creation of a sanghabheda is one of
the seven acts classified as a crime against the sangha, a crime so grievous that
it bars a previously ordained person from being readmitted into the sangha.l?
It is also classified as one of the five heinous offenses, alongside matricide, frat-
ricide, killing an enlightened being, and injuring a Buddha. The force with
which the tradition condemns divisive behavior within the sangha reveals
an important aspect of the Theravada tradition, namely that the sangha repre-
sents the Buddha, who is no longer accessible. The Buddhist sangha maintains
the Buddha’s teachings in the world through the maintenance of orthodoxy
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(Buddhavacana, literally the word of the Buddha) and through their purity of
practice. Division strikes, therefore, at the heart of the tradition’s ability to pre-
serve the dhamma.

In Buddhist literature the most reviled divisive figure was Devadatta,
the Buddha’s evil cousin. According to the Sanghabhedakkhandhaka, Devadatta
promoted a more ascetic interpretation of monastic life than the Buddha did.
He insisted that five practices were necessary for monastic integrity: first, forest
dwelling bhikkhus must remain permanently in the forest; second, bhikkhus
who rely on pindapata (alms collection) must not accept invitations to dine in
a home; third, bhikkhus who wear rag robes must always wear rag robes; fourth,
bhikkhus who dwell under a tree must never sleep in a structure, and finally,
bhikkhus should never eat meat. Devadatta’s strict application of these rules to
monastic life was in opposition to the Buddha, who identified them as a matter
of personal choice. Because of this disagreement, Devadatta led more than five
hundred monks to Gayasisa district, where he established a separate order. De-
vadatta’s story demonstrates how a sanghabheda represents more than an in-
dividual disagreement with the Buddha. A schism may result from disparate
interpretations of dhamma-vinaya, but doctrinal disputes alone do not create a
schism. Richard Gombrich writes: “Splitting is a matter of vinaya, of behavior.
If the split arises as the result of a disagreement, the disagreement itself is likely
to be over a point of vinaya—of this recent Theravadin history furnishes us
with many examples. But whatever the source of the disagreement, the result
is measured in vinaya terms: holding separate patimokkha ceremonies.”® A
schism occurs when a group of more than four monks conducts the acts of
uposatha (ordination), pavirani (admonishment), and sanghakamma (legal act)
as a separate group. The Buddhist criteria for judging whether a group adheres
to the normative tradition, therefore, derive predominantly from accepted no-
tions of orthopraxy not from orthodoxy. As a result, Buddhist communities in
the past (and present) have lived under the guidance of one monastic discipline
while holding radically different views on the dhamma.!*

As we shall see, the Dhammakaya Temple controversy involves a few ac-
cusations of specific Vinayaviolations (the standard grounds for a sanghabheda),
but the heart of the controversy stems from general questions about Buddhism
in the contemporary world. One set of accusations focus on the effects of global
capitalism on Buddhist practice, such as whether or not the practice of giving
amulets in exchange for a specified amount of money reduces Buddhism to a
“commodity,” or whether the “direct sale” of personal Dhammakaya images
through networks of lay disciplines is an acceptable method of proselytization.
Another set of accusations focuses on the Temple’s controversial teachings on
nirvana (nibbana, Pali; nipphan, Thai). The issue of nirvana reflects the mod-
ernist concern with issues of orthodoxy, which are the basic ingredients in
the construction of an essentialized canonical text-based version of authentic
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Buddhism. Both sets of questions have led critics to consider the Dhammakaya
Temple as a new nikai (nikaya, Pali)’® and view it as a divisive threat.

'The controversial character of the Dhammakaya Temple first emerged in
the public sphere in the late 1980s, when the Temple purchased over 2,400 rai
of land (approximately 960 acres) adjacent to the Temple. At the time, 300 lo-
cal farmers were cultivating the land. When several of these farmers refused to
leave, national attention was directed at the Temple. Questions were raised
concerning the Temple’s reasons for acquiring such a large piece land at the
expense of local farmers. Although all of the farmers were eventually forced
from the land (having been compensated by the Temple), the public image of
the Temple was sullied by the controversy, especially by the condemnation of
the Temple’s appetite for wealth, prestige, and power. One elderly farmer re-
flected back on his imprisonment for six months for failing to follow the evic-
tion: “I had nowhere to go then and nobody could help me. It’s strange that a
temple which was supposed to help people was the villain itself.”'® Another
man, who had been only six years old when his family was evicted stated,
“(t)hey may have a lot of rich followers and enjoy huge donations. But villagers
here have no faith in the temple.”"” This dispute over land led the Dhammakaya
Temple’s most earnest critics to heighten their censure of the Temple’s wealth
in public speeches, articles, and books; nevertheless, the controversy surround-
ing the Temple faded from public view as other stories titillated public imagi-
nation, such as the defrocking of Phra Phothirak, the leader of Santi Asok, the
sensational sex scandals of Phra Nikorn and Phra Yantra, and the environmen-
tal protests of Phra Prachak.

But the critical gaze of the Thai national media, however, was redirected
back upon the Dhammakaya Temple when the I'TV network aired a program
in November of 1998 criticizing the Dhammakaya Temple’s advertising of a
miraculous event (“the miracle in the sky”); this investigative report launched a
media frenzy that would last well over a year. The ITV program suggested that
the Temple advertised the miracle in order to attract potential donors for its
building projects. As noted in the previous chapter, the Temple publicized the
miracle in several local papers, including a prominent full-page advertisement
on page two of the Bangkok Post. The Temple also advertised the miracle on
large billboards throughout Bangkok and at the temple in Pathum Thani. One
sign located in the Temple’s main office read, “Never before and never again,”a
dual reference to both the opportunity to donate funds for the building of the
Mahathammakai Chedi and the miraculous occurrences. Regarding these tac-
tics, Deputy Education Minister Arkom Engchuan stated, “Billboards pictur-
ing the miracle that are used to invite donations are not suitable. Instead, they
should be used to invite the public to study the teachings of Lord Buddha at
the temple. I have already told the abbot this.”'® Within a week of the ITV

program, the Dhammakaya Temple was front-page news again in almost every
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newspaper in Thailand. While some of the reports tended to be more sensa-
tional than others, all branches of the Thai media followed the government’s
investigations into the Temple’s “alleged unorthodox Buddhist teachings and
improper fund-raising methods.”" Following Engchuan’s initial investigation,
the Department of Education informed the press that they would ask the Su-
preme Sangha Council to investigate two issues, “the miracle phenomenon and
the method used for fund-raising, to see whether the practices were suitable
for a Buddhist temple.”?

These allegations gained legitimacy when Phra Mettanando, an ex-
Dhammakaya monk, addressed the concerns in the press. This story was par-
ticularly appealing in that he had been one of the Temple’s “superstar” monks.
As a Dhammakaya monk, he had received degrees in Pali from Oxford Uni-
versity and in religious and medical ethics from Harvard. When he returned to
‘Thailand, however, he discovered that the Temple had changed its focus from
meditation to fund-raising and temple building. He criticized the Temple for
teaching that “merit making is a solution for all personal and social problems,”
for luring faithful devotees into “making ever-increasing donations to fulfill
the temple’s aspirations,” and for presenting Phra Dhammachayo as a “bo-
dhisattva.” He was especially critical of what he saw as the corruption of the
abbot’s character: “Dhammachayo has apparently abandoned his principle of
modesty to embrace the social trappings of fame.””! He contrasted the abbot’s
current activities with his stated intentions after the foundation of the Temple,
“We will stop now. Our wat has 20 monks and a pavilion which can be con-
verted into a temple. We will not build anything large.”?? Similar accusations
were made by another ex-Dhammakaya monk, Phra Adisak, now residing at
Wat Paknam in Thonburi. Phra Adisak criticized the Temple’s emphasis on
excessive merit-making at the expense of the Buddha’s teachings. Like Phra
Mettanando, he aired his complaints publicly through the media and faced
criticism and protests by some Dhammakaya followers.?*

In the midst of the media frenzy, the Supreme Sangha Council appointed
one of its members, Phra Prommolee, the abbot of Wat Yannawa, to head a
team that would examine these allegations. As the highest-ranking monk from
region one, Phra Prommolee was the obvious choice for the monastic investi-
gation. His investigation was conducted over several months, a period in which
new allegations appeared every week. During this entire time, however, the
press questioned the pace at which the investigation was being conducted,
hinting at the slowness of the monastic administration’s bureaucracy. Within a
month of Phra Prommolee’s appointment, the Department of Education even
appointed a lay committee to “help Phra Prommolee speed up the investiga-
tion.”?* The fifteen-member committee, consisting of a former Religious Af-
fairs Department chief, the current head and inspector general of the Ministry
of Education, and religious experts were to examine “the temple’s Buddhist
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teachings, fund-raising campaigns allegedly boosted by claims of miracles,
outside businesses connected with the temple’s operation, and reports that its
abbot had several businesses run on his many land plots.”® Several weeks later
this panel concluded its investigation and asked the monastic investigator to
consider eight charges: (1) misinterpretation of the Buddhist canon; (2) im-
proper promotion of the Temple; (3) soliciting excessive donations; (4) accu-
mulation of land; (5) expenditure of Temple funds; (6) unreasonable mobilization
of massive funds for the construction of the Mahathammakai Chedi; (7) in-
volvement in business; and (8) the style of its Dhammakaya images.?®

'The panel had based its conclusions regarding the Temple’s misinterpre-
tation of Buddhism on the opinions of several leading Thai monks. Foremost
among these scholar-monks was Phra Dhammapitaka (Phra Payutto), who
released a book in the midst of the Dhammakaya controversy entitled Korani
Thammakai (the Dhammakaya Incident). In it, Phra Payutto attempted to
clarify certain points of dhamma-vinaya that were in dispute, including the
Dhammakaya Temple’s controversial claim that “nipphan pen atta” (nibbina/
nirvana is an essential self). He argued that this interpretation of nirvana could
not be found in the #ipitaka (the Buddhist canon) and was therefore external to
the Buddha’s dhamma. The interpretation of nirvana as anatta (not Self), how-
ever, could be found in many places throughout the Pali canon.?” Korani Tham-
makai became an overnight bestseller and served to throw more fuel on the
flames of public debate.

Two months later Phra Prommolee and the Supreme Sangha Council
concluded that the Temple had indeed misled the public through “wrong
teachings” that were based upon an “imperfect understanding” of Buddhism.
'They issued a four-point ruling urging the Temple to align its teachings and
practices with the normative Thai Theravada tradition. The ruling ultimately
strove to reaffirm the Supreme Sangha Council’s authority as guardians of the
dhamma-vinaya: (1) the Temple should provide instruction in abbidbamma
in order to improve understanding of the finer points of dhamma (including
nirvana); (2) the Temple should provide vipassana meditation practice for its
followers, not simply the dhammakaya method; (3) Dhammakaya monks
should follow the Vinaya strictly; and (4) the Temple should follow the rulings
of the Supreme Patriarch and the Supreme Sangha Council. The council’s de-
cision was quickly released to the press and was on the front page of all of the
newspapers. As critics debated the significance of the Supreme Sangha Coun-
cil’s ruling, another bombshell hit. The Supreme Patriarch purportedly submit-
ted a ruling to the Religious Affairs Department prior to the Sangha Council
meeting that stated that Phra Dhammachayo needed to transfer his assets,
which he had acquired as a monk, to the Dhammakaya Temple; but this rul-
ing was not forwarded by the Department of Religious Affairs to the council.
Several days later another letter by the Supreme Patriarch was released to the



The Dhammakaya Controversy: Wealth, Piety, and Authority 139

public. This letter indirectly called for the defrocking of Phra Dhammachayo,
arguing that monks who “steal” (referring to Phra Dhammachayo’s reluctance
to transfer land in his name to the Temple) from the sangha are subject to the
highest penalty. In addition, the letter stated that monks who distort the Bud-
dha’s teachings and claim that the tipitaka has flaws would destroy Buddhism
if they were not punished severely. Copies of the letter were leaked to the press,
spurring a controversy over the authority of the Supreme Patriarch.

Government officials were reluctant to state that Dhammachayo should
be defrocked, but the press considered this punishment imminent since previ-
ous decrees by the Supreme Patriarch had led to the defrocking of offenders
within a matter of days. After much speculation over the intent of the Supreme
Patriarch, however, the Council decided to defer judgment to the ecclesiastical
courts. Criminal and ecclesiastical charges were laid against members of the
Dhammakaya Temple in 1999. Charges of heresy (distortion of the Buddha’s
teaching) were filed against Phra Dhammachayo and Phra Tattacheevo by
members of the Religious Affairs Department, yet no ecclesiastical trial com-
menced because of questions concerning the validity of the charges. Since the
plaintiffs were laypersons, the Temple brought into question their right to file
ecclesiastical charges against monks. As for criminal charges, the police ar-
rested Phra Dhammachayo on August 26, 1999, on charges of embezzlement
and malfeasance in a much publicized event. In the United States, reports
about the arrest were heard on National Public Radio and printed in the local
newspapers. The Associated Press article in the South Bend Tribune titled its
article, “Renegade Thai Monk Surrenders,” while the New York Times read,
“Thailand: Monk Ends Standoff.” After being released on bail of two million
baht, the abbot released a statement to the press proclaiming his innocence
and the innocence of Thavorn Promthavorn, who was charged with being an
accessory to the crime of embezzlement.

While these charges led the public to expect a resolution to the contro-
versy, it soon became apparent that this goal was still far from being reached.
No central authority was able to dictate the terms of the resolution. As the
sangha administration wavered over whether to charge the abbot and vice-
abbot with theft and distortion of the dhamma, the criminal investigation
slowed to a snail’s pace. The failure of the sangha and the political authorities to
bring closure to this controversy led to larger questions concerning the nature
of their authority in Thailand. No where was this more apparent than in the
questions surrounding the role of the Supreme Patriarch who, according to the
Sangha Act of BE 2505 (1962), “governs the whole body of Bhikkhus and may
exercise his prerogative in issuing a Patriarchal Command to the extent that
it is not opposed to the law of the country, the Discipline of the Order and
the Rules of the Council of Elders.””® The Supreme Patriarch received enor-
mous support among monastic and lay communities for his stance against Phra
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Dhammachayo, but the failure of the sangha council and the government to
support his rulings simply highlighted the decline of his authority in recent
years. The situation also raised questions about the overall impotence of the
sangha administration, a topic that I will address in the Conclusion.

Dhammakaya Buddhism and Charges of Materialism

How do we make sense of this controversy, which captivated Thai audiences
for over a year with stories of luxurious robes, monastic embezzlement, and
heretical ideas concerning nirvana? To begin, we must sift through the vast ar-
ray of allegations against the Temple and identify the two primary fields of
criticism: the charges of monastic materialism and of the intentional doctrinal
distortion of the dhamma. These fields encompass the vast majority of issues
raised during the Dhammakaya controversy, and they remain issues of the utmost
concern to the Thai sangha. Issues of monastic excess and heresy have con-
fronted Buddhist communities from the earliest days of the tradition, but the
ways in which the debates are constructed within communities and their im-
plications for Buddhist practice, doctrine, and authority in these communities
are fundamentally connected to specific cultural and historical contingencies.
'The first criticism, which focused on the allegations of monastic excess,
was built upon existing perceptions of the Temple as ultra-modern, wealthy,
and cosmopolitan. For over a decade critics and scholars alike have described
the Temple as materialistic in its general orientation. Several key factors but-
tress this characterization. As we saw in Chapter 2, the Temple tends to attract
educated persons from the middle and upper economic classes. The collective
wealth of the Temple’s lay base facilitates the collection of millions of baht
each month in donations. As a result of these monetary resources, the Temple
is in a position to devote substantial amounts of money on Temple projects
ranging from new buildings to educational scholarships and international ex-
change programs. Like all temples in Thailand, the Dhammakaya Temple must
participate in fund-raising activities, and the larger the project, the larger the
donation drive. In 1992, for instance, the Bangkok Post reported that the Tem-
ple raised 400 million baht during the Kathin ceremony.?’ Temple officials
deemphasized the large sums of money by stating that, “such a big temple like
Wat [Dhammakiya] needs such funds to keep its activities going.”® One
prominent Thai scholar identifies the Temple’s ability to raise billions of baht
in donations as an index of its success in promoting its message and drawing
adherents, but he warns that this ability may also lead to possible conflicts and
corruption in the future.3* While some critics today focus on the Temple’s in-
come as a sign of the corruption of Buddhist ideals, others criticize the means
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by which these donations are procured, that is, through the Temple’s aggressive
fund-raising techniques, especially its “direct-sale” methods.

'The condemnation of the Temple’s wealth rests on a distinction between
otherworldly spiritual values, ideals, and goals and those of this world. Indi-
viduals who draw this distinction invariably view the accumulation of monastic
wealth as corrupt or decadent in contrast to their otherworldly view of ideal
religiosity. Such an appraisal is a religiously informed critique. It is based upon
a particular reading of one’s tradition. It is not, as some scholars have argued,
an a-priori distinction, but rather a power-laden discourse that seeks to estab-
lish boundaries between the “authentic”and the “corrupt.” When viewed within
a historical context, we can trace instances of both widespread support and
condemnation of monastic wealth. In fact, as we saw in Chapter 1, Theravada
history has “periods of monastic accumulation supported by justification of
monastic wealth and periods of monastic reform accompanied by the condem-
nation of monastic wealth.”3?

In the context of contemporary Thailand, many critics promoted a mod-
ernist version of Buddhism that emphasized simplicity and moderation. They
equated the material wealth of the Dhammakaya Temple with decadence and
the corruption of the Buddha’s teachings. Ravee Phawilai, director of Chula-
longkorn University’s Dharma Satharn Centre, for instance, has accused the
Temple of “commercializing Buddhism to seek money and power,” and using
“unusual” solicitation techniques that might lead Buddhists “into committing
unorthodox acts.”® A reporter echoed these criticisms: “The temple preaches
that the more you donate, the more ‘merits’ you receive, but critics note that
what’s missing is the essence of true Buddhism which does not recognize
worldly materials as a channel to eventual enlightenment.”** Buddhist scholar
Sathianpong Wannapruek described the Temple as an “anathema to main-
stream Buddhism,” and its “teachings were dangerous and an ugly direct sale
that plays on human greed in order to contribute to the false belief that merit
can be bought.”> And the outspoken social critic Sulak Sivaraksa claimed that,
“the temple teaches its followers greed, wealth, and delusion, an extreme far cry
from Buddhist principles.”*® For some of these critics, the Temple’s latest con-
struction projects represented overt examples of monastic excess, a tendency
within Thai Buddhism to view the “biggest as the best.” Yet, temples through-
out Thailand boast the possession of large temple edifices and images. Wat
Phai Rong Wua in Suphan Buri, for example, is known for having the larg-
est reclining Buddha, the largest 4o# (ordination hall), and the largest bell in
the world.3” Nakhon Pathom is home to the tallest Buddhist structure in the
world, the Phra Pathom Chedi, which stands at an impressive 127 meters. In
Bangkok, Wat Thammamongkhon has a fourteen-ton solid jade Buddha sculp-
ture; Wat Traimit houses a five-and-a-half-ton solid gold Buddha image, and
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Wat Indrawihan has a thirty-two-meter standing Buddha image that towers
over the northern part of BangkoK’s old city. Pilgrims and tourists alike visit
these wonders of the Buddhist world and marvel at the devotion that produced
these splendid creations. Criticizing this tendency for constructing impres-
sive structures and images of the Buddhism, Dr. Napaporn Havanont argues
that “[n]o matter whether the phenomenon of lavish construction projects un-
dertaken by Buddhist temples is viewed through the eyes of an architect, an
economist, or a good Buddhist, it reveals itself a practice that should be discon-
tinued.”® Dr. Havanont’s vision of Buddhism, therefore, clearly rejects the long
history of wealth and splendor associated with some of the largest temples in
Asia. For other critics of the “bigger is better” mentality, it is not the size of the
project that is so objectionable as much as the means by which the funds are
raised in order to subsidize the construction of these projects. Suthon Sukphisit
suggests that some temples advocate a policy of encouraging their monks to offer
auspicious items and magical services in exchange for monetary donations. The
funds derived from this “false advertising” are used to construct lavish buildings
on temple grounds. “The more splendid the buildings that appear, the more
visitors trust in the power of the temple’s occult objects and practices. And
therefore, the more money that is spent on fancy construction, the more money
comes pouring into the temple.”®® As we saw in the previous chapter, many
critics employed this line of criticism in their condemnation of the Dhamma-
kaya Temple’s technologies of proselytization, especially its marketing of the
miracle in the sky and of the asset-sucking Phra Mahasiriratthat amulets.
'This array of criticisms in popular arenas of discourse and media led
many Thais to conclude that the Dhammakaya Temple contributes to and
profits from the commercialization of Buddhism (Phuttha phanit). During the
controversy, many people with whom I spoke described the Temple’s activities
as thurakit (business), not satsana (religion). They cited stories printed in the
various newspapers or discussed on television that “proved” the Temple was
interested only in money, not religion. Stories involving the purchase of honor-
ary sashes,* installment plans for large donations, the permanent millionaires’
club, and the infamous “asset sucking amulets” became topics of debate. Many
of these reports emphasized the analogy between Dhammakaya activities and
the business world, such as direct sale marketing techniques and reward systems
for reaching fund-raising targets. One report in the Business and Finance sec-
tion of Zhe Nation, for instance, did a profile of Manit Ratanasuwan, a marketing
expert and cofounder of MGA, the distributing arm of Grammy Entertainment,
who helped the Temple create a multifaceted marketing campaign for the Ma-
hathammakai Chedi. The report described his campaign in these terms:

With decades of experience in the private sector, Manit approached
the Dhammakaya project somewhat like a commercial enterprise



The Dhammakaya Controversy: Wealth, Piety, and Authority 143

and boldly used advanced marketing techniques to woo the mon-
astery followers. ... His targets were mostly well-educated, well-
to-do worshippers sharing a common belief in the project. Manit
sent out a powerful message to the target groups from teenagers to
adults or anyone who wanted to make merit by contributing to the
shrine’s construction. The shrine was described as a “miraculous”
edifice for Buddhists that will help them achieve a better life.*!

From this perspective, the business of Dhammakaya Buddhism was deliber-
ately manipulative.

'The characterization of Dhammakaya fund-raising as manipulative and
the characterization of the Temple as excessive and decadent culminated in the
allegations of embezzlement leveled against Phra Dhammachayo and in the
calls for his disrobing.*> During an investigation into the assets of the Temple,
it was revealed that he owned 1,900 rai (approximately 700 acres) of land, most
of which was titled to him under his lay name, Chaibul Sutthipol.* Some crit-
ics questioned the integrity of the abbot by contrasting his personal wealth to
the religious ideals of modesty and simplicity.

Buddhist monks are supposed to be devoid of the desire for valu-
ables or assets, but the massive landholdings of the controversial
abbot of Dhammakaya Temple, Phra Dhammachayo, have more
than raised the eyebrows of other practitioners of the Lord Bud-
dha’s teachings. Over his years in the saffron robe, Dhammachayo
has steadily amassed vast tracts of land and become a landlord to
be reckoned with.*

Critics also questioned how this land was obtained. It was clear that the some
of the land tracts were donations, but others appeared to be purchases made by
the Temple. This revelation fueled further speculation over the true intentions
of the donors: Did donors intend to give the land to Phra Dhammachayo as
his personal property or were these donations intended as gifts to the Dhamma-
kaya community as a whole?

The Supreme Patriarch answered this question by arguing that Phra
Dhammachayo must transfer legal ownership of the land from himself to the
Temple. When Phra Dhammachayo delayed the transfer of title deeds, the
Supreme Patriarch wrote a letter to the Council indicating that Phra Dham-
machayo should be defrocked for failing to transfer the land. As the grounds
for his defrocking, the Supreme Patriarch cited the injunction against theft,
one of the four parijika oftenses which carry the penalty of expulsion. In re-
sponse, Dhammachayo appeared to be conciliatory in that he agreed to the
Supreme Patriarch’s request; but obstacles arose, such as the need to confer
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with donors regarding their wishes, which delayed the transfer. Needless to say,
Dhammakaya critics interpreted this as a sign of the abbot’s reluctance to re-
linquish his personal claims to the land. The Temple countered this criticism by
raising questions over the authenticity of the Supreme Patriarch’s letter and
with questions concerning the legal rights of monks to own land under the
'Thai constitution. One pro-Dhammakaya report in the Ban-Muang newspa-
per noted that most monks in Thailand receive donations throughout the year
for various activities. According to this commentator, if Dhammachayo was
guilty of theft for receiving donations, then so too were most monks in Thai-
land.* This Dhammakaya supporter was drawing attention to the fact that
most monks in Thailand possess personal property in one form or another,
whether the source is a stipend from the government, donations made by faith-

ful laypersons, or simply familial property.

'The Dhammakaya Temple’s Response to Charges of Materialism

Temple representatives responded to the characterization of the Temple as ma-
terialistic in a book entitled Choluk Wat Phra Thammakai, which the Dhamma-
kiya Foundation published at the beginning of the controversy.* The book
sought to educate the public at large about Dhammakaya teachings and prac-
tices and to redress criticisms made against the Temple, particularly the charges
of materialism. The authors of Choluk suggested that many people mistakenly
confused the possession of luxury objects with materialism or materialistic
motives. Problems arise not from the possession of material wealth but rather
from craving the acquisition of goods, from craving the acquisition of goods—
whether these goods are grand and expensive or small and trivial. Later, in the
same article, the authors agreed that many of their lay practitioners are not op-
posed to material wealth. They argued that the embracing of material wealth
should not be viewed as “materialistic” since Dhammakaya practitioners use
material wealth to foster the Buddhist community—through activities, educa-
tional facilities, and religious monuments that will inspire faith (saztha). As for
the claims that Dhammakaya monks live luxurious lives, the Choluk authors
formally declared that Dhammakaya monks possess only the minimum of per-
sonal belongings. The material wealth of the Temple is the collective property
of the Dhammakaya community, and not that of individual monks.

In response to questions concerning the Temple’s motivations for build-
ing large monuments, the authors argued that such buildings have kept Bud-
dhism strong over its 2500-year history. They cited the well-known canonical
story of Anatabindika (Anathapindika, Pali), whose impressive wealth facili-
tated the building of Wat Phrachetuwan Mahawihan (Jetavana, Pali), at which
the Buddha spent over twenty phansa (rainy seasons). The authors suggested
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that many practitioners were able to gather at that temple to hear the teachings
of the Buddha because of Anatabindika’s enormous generosity. In a similar
vein, generous donations by Dhammkaya practitioners have enabled the Tem-
ple to expand its facilities, and thereby accommodate more practitioners. Using
this reasoning, the authors insisted that all new buildings are constructed not
only for the benefit of the Temple but, more importantly, for the benefit of
Buddhism. The donations gathered for these projects are the products of Bud-
dhist generosity, and as such, they served to highlight the strength of Buddhist
piety in Thailand. The authors adamantly opposed the characterization of Tem-
ple practitioners as materialistic; they are, in their view, exemplary donors who
are willing to relinquish vast amounts of wealth for the benefit of the Dham-
makaya tradition.

'The authors also responded to the criticism that these donations would
be better spent on building schools or hospitals rather than on gratuitously
large religious structures. Investments in education and medical services are
necessary and commendable according to the authors, but religious structures,
such as the Mahathammakai Chedsi, serve to cultivate the ethical virtue of gen-
erosity by providing practitioners with an object for giving. Without the chedi
project, many Buddhists might have spent their money on drinking, smoking,
and other forms of entertainment. Ethically minded practitioners, in contrast,
recognized the need to patronize temples for the betterment of themselves and
society. To the criticism that the Temple should not have sought substantial
donations for the building of large temple structures during a period of eco-
nomic decline, the authors of Choluk Wat PhraThammakai responded in several
ways. First, they stated that they built the Dhammakaya Sala (pavilion) and
started the chedi during a period of great economic prosperity. Second, they
compared the building of the chedi in the current economic crisis to the build-
ing of Wat Phra Kaew and the Grand Palace by King Rama I following years
of war with Burma. Third, they highlighted the fact that people continue to
purchase alcohol, cigarettes and pay for films like Zitanic (which grossed more
than one million baht in Thailand) in the midst of the economic crisis.

'The response of the Temple to criticisms of materialism, as articulated in
Choluk Wat PhraThammakai, was multidimensional. On the one hand, the au-
thors countered claims of materialism by emphasizing the virtuous motives
behind giving and receiving donations. The wealth of the Temple was merely a
sign of the enormous generosity of its practitioners according to the authors; it
was not an index of craving, greed, or attachment. On the other hand, the au-
thors effectively used the stories of exemplary donors from the past to show
how their actions are consistent with Theravida and Thai Buddhist history.
As we saw in the previous chapter, the Temple explicitly referenced the rich
history of exemplary donors in their marketing of individual Phra Dhammakaya
images.
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The Debate over Doctrine: Nirvana is a#ta

Stories concerning the Dhammakaya Temple’s purported materialism domi-
nated the headlines in 1998 and 1999, but it was not the critique of choice for
all. During the first few months of the controversy, I found that most monks
were reluctant to talk about the controversy surrounding the Dhammakaya
Temple, let alone address questions about “selling merit” and the assets of indi-
vidual monks. After the live taping of a popular religious television program,
for instance, I questioned several monks about the teachings and practices of
the Dhammakaya Temple. Most were reluctant to speak directly about the
Temple with me, even though the program had explicitly covered issues per-
taining to the Dhammakaya Temple. One monk told me that because he had
never visited the Temple, he could not comment on it. Another monk an-
swered circuitously, first comparing the goals of Dhammakaya meditation with
samatha (absorption/concentration) meditation, and then describing the limi-
tations of concentration meditation in comparison to vipassana (insight). A
week later I attended a field trip with a group of monks from MahaChulalong-
korn University and found that they were also reluctant to speak directly about
the allegations against the Dhammakaya Temple. It is possible that some of
these monks were genuinely not interested in the topic of the Dhammakaya
Temple or had little to no information about the controversy. The reluctance of
a majority of monks, however, reflected normative views on proper monastic
behavior as based on both the Vinaya and Thai tradition. The manner in which
a monk engages with others is influenced by several factors, including the reli-
gious status of the other person, his or her gender, and the topic of discourse. If
the subject of discussion is the character, practice, or teachings of another
monk, then the disciplinary admonitions prohibiting slander (one of the ten
Musivadavagga) and frivolous speech may influence the way in which some
monks choose to speak about Phra Dhammachayo and other Dhammakaya
monks. This is not to say that their behavior is determined by monastic regula-
tions, but rather that appraisals of proper or appropriate behavior are often
constructed in reference to canonical ideas of ideal or practically efficacious
conduct. Furthermore, it is quite reasonable to assume that many of these
monks were reluctant to participate in discussions that might lead to the airing
of the sangha’s dirty laundry to me, a woman and a foreigner, lest it reflect on
others by association and the state of Buddhism in Thailand more generally.
As the controversy gained momentum over several months, however,
one topic of criticism emerged that enabled monks to speak more freely about
the controversy. While many monks were reticent to comment on sensational
stories involving the abbot, such as his U.S. immigration status or his pur-
ported appetite for gourmet meals, they did engage in discussions about the
Temple’s controversial interpretation of nirvana. Since this topic falls within
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the parameters of normative monastic discourse, the Temple’s claim that “zip-
phan pen atta” (nirvana is self) became a focal point for discussing whether the
Temple truly distorts the Buddha’s teachings. In the press, the Temple’s inter-
pretation of nirvina was mentioned regularly in articles concerning the con-
troversy. One newspaper report declared that “(t)he Temple has taught, either
explicitly or implicitly, that nirvana is a state of existence and the Dhammakaya
meditation is a way to meet the Lord Buddha in heaven.”* Later reports re-
leased transcripts from a recorded sermon on nirviana by Dhammachayo. In
this sermon, Dhammachayo states that Dhammakaya is the manifestation of
the Lord Buddha in ayatana nipphan, an existence beyond physical corporeal-
ity that can be accessed through meditation. He tells his followers that they
can gain a glimpse of nirvana if they merge their minds with the dhammakaya,
since the true path to nirvana is through the realization of the dhammakaya.*8

The strongest critique of this teaching came from the venerable Phra
Prayudh Payutto, one of Thailand’s leading academic monks and voices of
'Theravada orthodoxy, who published a book on the controversy entitled Korani
Thammakai (The Dhammakaya Incident).* The book quickly went to the top
of the bestseller list in Thailand in the spring of 1999.1n it, Phra Payutto clari-
fied what he saw as “misconceptions” about dhamma-vinaya—most notably,
ideas about nirvana. Several sections of the book focused specifically on the
topic of nirvana; one addressed the description of nirvana as a#i, whereas an-
other questioned the Temple’s use of the phrase ‘ayatana nipphan.” He argued
that the Dhammakaya interpretation of nirvana as atta or as ayafana was not
substantiated by any teaching in the Pali canon. He classified the description
of nirvana as a permanent heaven as more similar to Mahayana conceptions of
nirvana because Theravada Buddhism teaches that nirvana is not a place but
rather a state free from the three fetters of greed, hatred, and delusion. In his
opinion, the Dhammakaya Temple was marketing Mahayana Buddhism in the
form of Theravada for the Temple’s own financial benefit. Phra Payutto criti-
cized this blurring of divisions between the traditions and argued that,
“Theravada Buddhism in Thailand cannot survive” if its “doctrines and disci-
plines are tampered with, or rendered incredible.”°

Phra Payutto’s discussion of contentious issues concerning the Dhamma-
kaya Temple legitimized the place of these discussions in monastic circles.
Other monks proffered opinions on the controversy, and some, such as the
media-savvy Phra Phayom Kalyano, relayed these opinions to a more than ea-
ger press, but few (if any) could offer an opinion that carried the same weight
of authority as Phra Payutto. As one reporter stated, the learned Phra Payutto
“commands high public respect and his verdict is usually considered the last
word in religious controversies.”! This was evident in 1988 when Phra Payutto
published Korani Santi Asok, which detailed how Phra Phothirak, the founder
of Santi Asok, had deviated from the teachings and discipline of orthodox
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Theravada.>? Before the publication of Phra Payutto’s book, an ecclesiastical
committee had spent years investigating the charges against Santi Asok with-
out reaching a resolution. Shortly after the publication of Phra Payutto’s opin-
ion, however, the sangha committee ruled that the Phra Phothirak had violated
the Vinaya and the Sangha act of 1962, and must therefore be defrocked. Phra
Payutto’s definitive conclusions helped to overcome internal divisions within
the sangha over Santi Asok and gave legitimacy to the council’s decision to
disrobe Phra Phothirak.

As with the debates over the Dhammakaya Temple’s materialism, ques-
tions about the Temple’s teachings on nirvana had circulated in academic dis-
courses prior to the controversy of 1998-1999. In 1987, for instance, Prawase
Wiasi had argued that the nirvana attained through Dhammakaya meditation
is not the same as the nirvana the Buddha described as that which is accessed
through wisdom (pazisia).>® Similarly, Santianphong Wannapok criticized the
Temple’s equation of the dhammakaya with “hypnosis” rather than with the
wisdom attained through following the ariyamagga (the noble path).** Inter-
national scholars also drew attention to the Temple’s unique interpretations of
dhammakaya, and the similarities to certain strands of Mahayana philosophy.>
In terms of the public sphere, however, there was little or no discussion of the
nuances of Dhammakaya philosophy and soteriology. But during the
Dhammakaya controversy of 1998 and 1999, questions over the character of
nirvana, the differences between samatha and vipassana meditation, and the
ontological status of the self emerged as popular topics in the news.

These public debates raised additional questions about the role of ortho-
doxy in Thai Buddhism. Buddhist scholars often emphasize the importance of
orthopraxy in constructions of Buddhist identity over and against orthodoxy.
A.'Thomas Kirsch, for instance, compares the emphasis on doctrine and belief
in Christianity to the emphasis on monastic discipline in Theravada Bud-
dhism.*® Similarly, Paul Williams states that “(i)n theory a monastery could
happily contain monks holding quite different doctrines as long as they ze-
haved in the same way—crucially, so long as they adhered to the same monastic
code.”” Tt is true that Buddhists often define the differences between Bud-
dhist communities in terms of discipline rather than in terms of doctrine, and
many Thais describe the difference between the two dominant monastic lin-
eages in Thailand, the Mahanikai and Thammayutnikai, in terms of practice;
the latter are considered to follow a stricter interpretation of the monastic code.
Having said this, we should not ignore the role of an accepted normative doc-
trinal tradition within past Buddhist societies, and it most certainly should not
be ignored in the modern era. Buddhists debate issues of dhamma, just as they
debate issues of Vinaya, and these debates can lead to power-laden distinctions
between those who allegedly adhere to the dhamma and those who distort it.
'These distinctions are power-laden because they are grounded in a statement
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of authority from a person or group of persons who establish normative doc-
trine. In the modern period, debates over orthodoxy have taken on even more
importance as modernization has led to a renewed focus on textual orthodoxy
in Modernist or Protestant forms of Buddhism.®

In the case of the Dhammakaya controversy, Phra Payutto’s rejection of
the Temple’s interpretation of nirvana as atta established a normative Thai
Theravada Buddhist discourse concerning the status of nirvana. This is not to
say that normative discourses on nirvana emerged only in late twentieth-
century Thailand but rather that Phra Payutto’s reading of the Buddhist tradi-
tion became an authoritative construction of normative Buddhism in Thailand
at a particular point in history.>” Contrary to the great tradition theory, norma-
tive traditions are continually constructed, debated, and contested. The impor-
tant question is not, What is the normative tradition? But rather, How and
under what circumstances is the normative tradition established and by whom?
In Korani Thammakai, Phra Payutto appealed to the canonical tradition in his
rejection of the Temple’s interpretation of nirvana. As stated previously, he ar-
gued that there are numerous references to nirvana as anatta in the Pali tipitaka,
but no reference to nirvana as atta or as ayatana as articulated by the Temple. In
addition, he critiqued the Temple’s reference to early Western Orientalist
scholarship in its interpretation of nirvana as atta. For example, Phra Somchai
Thanawuttho, a Dhammakaya monk, referenced the pro-Self interpretations of
nirvana put forward by Caroline Rhys Davids, I. B. Horner, and Christmas
Humphries in his Dhammakaya publication, Nipphan pen Atta ru Anatta.*°
Needless to say, Phra Payutto dismissed these Orientalist interpretations of
nirvana as erroneous. In a similar vein, Phra MahaBoonthuang criticized the
Temple’s reliance on Mahayana interpretations of nirvana. In a rather scathing
attack on the Temple’s teachings, Phra MahaBoonthuang hypothesized that
Phra Somchai, a Thai Theravada monk, had been influenced by Mahayana phi-
losophy while studying for his M.A. in Buddhist Studies at a university in
Tokyo.%! According to Phra MahaBoonthuang, Phra Somchai’s heretical in-
terpretation of ‘nipphan pen atta” is not only erroneous, it would destroy Bud-
dhism. Using highly inflammatory language, he compared Phra Somchai to a
termite eating a collection of Buddhist texts as well as to rust as it erodes and
weakens iron.

Debates over the correct interpretation of nirvana are not merely objec-
tive discussions between equals, but rather, power-laden debates between dif-
ferent authorizing entities. In Western scholarship on Buddhism, there has
been a tendency to over-rationalize the tradition, to emphasize how Buddhism
requires each person to discover the truth for himself instead of relying on
blind faith and tradition. This discourse is certainly present within the tradi-
tion, as evidenced in the oft-quoted Kalama-sutta,** but so too are discourses
on the importance of authority and an established tradition of orthodoxy and
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orthopraxy. Canonical literature, for example, has the sanction of Buddha-
vacana (the word of the Buddha), referring either to its status as an actual ut-
terance of the Buddha or to a statement consistent with the Buddha’s teachings.
Also, the canonical literature presents us with the four great authorities
(mahaipadesa) for judging whether a particular teaching is orthodox: one heard
it from (1) the Buddha himself, (2) a community of elder monks (#heras), (3) a
group of learned monks; or (4) one learned monk.®* In practical contexts, how-
ever, who is authorized as a “learned monk” can be a subject of contentious
debate.

In the Dhammakaya controversy, the question of authority related not
only to whose voice represented authentic Buddhism—Phra Dhammachayo’s
or Phra Payutto’s—but also over the authoritative tradition with which the
Temple identified. The issue of identity is crucial to the Temple if it is to con-
tinue to garner support from Theravida Buddhists in Thailand and maintain
convivial ties with the ruling sangha establishment. While Dhammakaya prac-
titioners adamantly defended the Temple’s allegiances to the Theravada tra-
dition, critics noted how the Temple’s interpretations of the dhammakaya
resembled Mahayana ontology—especially concerning ideas such as the dharma-
kaya, the tathagitagarbha, and Buddha-nature. Sanitsuda Ekachai, a well-known
Bangkok Post editorialist and commentator on religion in Thailand, for exam-
ple, similarly wrote that Temple practitioners were free to “believe the teach-
ings of Phra Dhammachayo even though these have been found by the Sangha
and Buddhist scholars to be distortions of Buddhist tenets,” and the “abbot can
set up his own cult, found a new sect or establish his own church, and the au-
thorities will not be able to stand in his way,” but he “cannot do any of these
things and profess to follow Theravada Buddhism, the country’s principal de-
nomination which adheres to the teachings of the Buddha as contained in the
Tipitaka, the Holy Buddhist Scriptures.”®* Many Thai scholars echoed these

sentiments in the public and the press.

'The Public Nature of Controversy

Modern religious controversies demonstrate the public character of religion in
the contemporary world because the most contentious debates play out in the
public sphere, often superseding the internal debates of the interested parties.
The global media provide a conduit for this new type of publicity. Satellite
television, the Internet, and podcasts disseminate information about particular
controversies and they relay differing (although rarely balanced) perspectives
on the subjects of debate. The media coverage of the Terri Schiavo case in the
United States in 2005, for instance, globalized the debate over euthanasia.
What would have been a local case confined to family members and legal
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experts fifty years ago, became a discursive site for people all over the world to
discuss issues relating to the nature of life and the rights of death. The global
nature of this controversy became apparent to me as I watched local and satel-
lite news programs on the Terri Schiavo case in Japan and Thailand and at-
tempted to answer questions about the relationship between religion and the
law in America to groups of curious Buddhist monks.

We cannot assume that all religious controversies or scandals occupy the
same discursive space within contemporary public spheres. In Thailand, reli-
gious controversies are frequently covered in the press (as are political scandals
involving allegations of corruption and cronyism), but obviously some stories
have more mass appeal and hence more staying power than others do. The
Dhammakaya controversy was literally on the front page of newspapers every
day for over one year. Since that time, other scandals have come and gone;
some have lasted for only a few days whereas others have lasted for weeks or
months. A scandal involving an abbot caught impersonating a military colonel
during a sexual escapade, for instance, endured in the news for only a month.
'The press reported his detection and arrest on October 26, 2000, and by No-
vember 22, they were reporting on his six-month jail sentence. While this
scandal piqued the interest of some ardent news watchers, it came and went
without further general discussion or debate, probably because it concerned an
errant individual rather than an issue of Theravada religiosity.

The Dhammakaya controversy had, however, a captive Thai audience for
over a year and even emerged on the global scene in August 1999 when Phra
Dhammachayo was arrested on charges of embezzlement. One reason for the
controversy’s “popularity” was that it hit a collective public cord—it spoke of
modern wealth in the midst of immense economic turmoil. Another reason
was that the subject matter spurred a variety of topics that engaged a diverse
'Thai audience. A single newspaper article contained commentary on interpre-
tations or misinterpretations of nirvana (which we might normally term ‘elitist’
or doctrinal discourses) alongside sensational descriptions of the abbot’s pur-
ported eccentricities and latest fund-raising projects. This broad discursive
space facilitated the public nature of the controversy. In fact, the controversy’s
extensive audience is what first made me view this controversy as distinct from
the ordinary sex and money scandals involving monks that fill the popular
news dailies. Whether I was in a taxi, at a friend’s house, or at the market,
people were engaged in discussions about the Dhammakaya Temple. Upon
telling new acquaintances that I was studying contemporary Buddhism in
'Thailand, they would frequently ask whether I knew about the Dhammakaya
controversy. Such exchanges were not limited to Thailand. I had similar experi-
ences while living in Chicago. On one occasion, a Thai travel agent pulled out
a copy of The Nation weekly magazine with a picture of Phra Dhammachayo
on the front and asked if I was familiar with the Temple and the controversy
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surrounding it.°> T had said nothing about my interest in the controversy to
prompt this line of discussion; I had mentioned only that I was interested in
contemporary Thai Buddhism. The Dhammakaya controversy had become in-
timately linked to general discussions of Thai Buddhism, even in places as far
away as Lincoln Village in Chicago.

From one perspective, the two main areas of debate—the Temple’s pur-
ported materialism and its dissemination of controversial teachings—occupied
different discursive spaces. Santikaro Bhikkhu, an American monk living in
'Thailand, argued that the area of debate involved “allegations of illegal acts and
socially reprehensible behavior” whereas the second area of debate involved
“strange interpretations of Buddha-Dhamma.”®® One might also argue that
debates concerning materialism and commercialism have a more populist ring
than the questions concerning orthodox interpretations of nirvana. Topics con-
cerning the Temple’s overt wealth, its distribution of amulets that claim to
“suck assets,” and its advertising of a “miracle in the sky” provided grist for the
gossip mill, and supplied the media with unlimited accounts of monastic excess
and supernatural power. The second area of debate, in contrast, pertained to
topics that are typically discussed within elite circles among scholar monks and
laypersons who are well versed in dhamma-vinaya and Buddhist history. When
monks were quoted in the press or on television, they focused on controver-
sial Dhammakaya teachings rather than the issues of corruption and commer-
cialization (although Phra Phayom Kalyano and Phra MahaBoonthueng are
among some notable exceptions to this generalization).

While different discursive spaces can be identified—legal versus religious
or elite versus popular—their boundaries are fluid. Discussions about the com-
mercialization of Buddhism or the nature of nirvina are neither confined to
particular groups nor are they mutually exclusive. The Dhammakaya contro-
versy highlights this expanded public forum. Debates over the teaching that
nirvana is a physical place, for instance, emerged out of observations about the
Temple’s ability to collect unprecedented amounts of donations: Critics ques-
tioned whether the Temple’s teachings on nirvana encouraged devotees to do-
nate more money in the hope of buying a better next life. One editorial cartoon
in Krungthep Thurakit (November 30, 1998) exemplified this merging of dis-
courses. It satirized the Dhammakaya Temple’s purported claim that the more
money you donate to it, the more merit you will receive in this and future lives.
'The cartoon identified the various ways one can “reach” nirvana: A rope, a lad-
der, an escalator, and an elevator reached into the clouds at the top of the page.
Each mode of transportation corresponded to a specific donation: 10,000 baht
for the rope, 100,000 baht for the ladder, 1,000,000 baht for the escalator, and
more than one million baht for the elevator. A monk was sitting underneath
the elevator with a megaphone in his hand, yelling, “lift service here . ..can
accept installments.” This cartoon explicity raised questions about the practice
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of religious giving (dana) and the intentions (cetand) of the Temple and its
donors. It implied that the Temple actively secks wealth by marketing its path
to heaven (sawan, Thai) as the fastest and that Dhammakaya devotees are will-
ing to pay large amounts of money in the hope of procuring merit in this and
future lives. The cartoon further illustrates not only the linkage of debates over
commercialism and orthodoxy, but also the mechanisms of these debates and
their potential audience. Since cartoons are consumed by a diverse public, they
blur the simple dichotomies between “elite” and “popular” discourses.®”

In contemporary society, communication media play a key role in ad-
vancing religious controversies and framing the issues for debate. The extensive
coverage of the Dhammakaya controversy, as one instance, provided a means
for the production and consumption of debates over donations, building proj-
ects, meditation methods, and theories of nirvana. This role was not new for
the Thai national media. Over the previous two decades, broadcast and print
media within Thailand have created a space in the national culture for stories
about contentious religious issues. Charles Keyes argues that the “widespread
attention in newspapers and magazines given to four recent cases of monks in
Thailand [Phra Nikorn, Phra Yantra, Phra Phothirak, and Phra Prachak] ...
are indicative of a pervasive debate taking place about the salience of Buddhist
charisma, barami, in modern Thailand.”®® Phra Nikorn, who was accused of
sexual relations with a female follower, confronted his accuser on a news-radio
program, while Phra Yantra who was also accused of sexual impropriety en-
gaged in a debate over Buddhist piety with Phra Phayom, a spectacle that was
serialized in all of the national newspapers. In contrast to these sensational
stories of sexual misconduct, the stories of Phra Phothirak and Phra Prachak
raised questions in the national media about the nature and power of the eccle-
siastical authority in contemporary Thailand. What happens when a monk
openly criticizes the national sangha, and what are the consequences of refus-
ing to acknowledge the authority of the sangha establishment? In the cases of
Phra Phothirak and Phra Prachak, the answers to these questions were the
forced defrocking of “errant” monks.

The global media not only relay the drama of modern religious contro-
versies; they are conduits for multiple perspectives on contentious issues. As
with the examples above, Dhammakaya practitioners used the national media
to serve their own purposes. At the height of the controversy, for example,
television channels 5 and 11 televised a mass ceremony at the Temple, which
drew over 100,000 people. This enabled the Temple to demonstrate its contin-
ued popularity and, hence, the strength of its power base. The Temple also in-
structed its followers to write letters to local newspapers describing their
positive experiences at the Temple. One newspaper reported the receipt of over
one hundred letters supporting Dhammakaya in one day. In one of these let-
ters, a committed practitioner stated, “I want to live in an ideal world and the
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Dhammakaya Temple is the place, because it is where everyone respects, for-
gives and is polite to one another. Everyone smiles and helps each other. It is
where people uphold the five precepts and morality.”®’ Even though temple
supporters sent letters to the mainstream media, they remained suspicious of
the mainstream media’s presentation of the “facts.” At the Temple, practitio-
ners were urged to read Phim Thai, a pro-Dhammakaya newspaper, since it
covered “the real news,” in contrast to the “bad news.””®

The Dhammakaya Temple’s classification of newspapers as “good” and
“bad” (in a manner similar to the Christian Right’s embracing of Rupert Mur-
doch’s Fox News over other mainstream television news programs) draws at-
tention to the fact that the media are not simply relaying objective facts. They
frame the debates in terms of which topics they choose to cover, the manner in
which they cover them, and the voices they authorize to speak. In the case of
the Dhammakaya controversy, the headlines alone revealed the dominant per-
spective of the media: “Temple attacked for putting merit on sale” (7be Nation,
November 29, 1998); “Thammakai sucks another 30 million” (Daily News,
February 9,1999), and “Dhammachayo—Thammakai has 50,000 million” (Daily
News, February 23, 1999). The various Thai media chose their “informants”
from a broad base of individuals who tended to reinforce a critical appraisal of
the Temple, including former and present government officials (especially
within the Departments of Education and Religious Affairs), high-ranking
monks in the Sangha Council, media-savvy monks such as Phra Phayom Ka-
lyano and Phra MahaBoonthuang, former monks of the Dhammakaya Temple,
renowned social critics and academics, as well as disgruntled former practitio-
ners. Despite the fact that official Dhammakaya spokespersons and unofficial
supporters were occasionally quoted in the press, their voices tended be con-
fined to the space of simply rebutting specific criticisms or providing fodder
for the media frenzy.

Conclusion and Epilogue to the Controversy

'This chapter has examined the Dhammakaya controversy as an instance in his-
tory when conflicting views of the relationship of wealth and piety came to the
forefront of discourses on religion in the contemporary world. The controversy
assumed center stage in public discourse because of the larger socioeconomic
context of the Asian economic crisis. This climate linked debates over monastic
wealth to general questions about the character of Thai Buddhism and the au-
thority of the sangha establishment. Was Thailand’s economic prosperity lead-
ing to the ruination of Buddhist practice? Did Thailand really need another
multibillion baht chedi or should such funds be funneled in other more “pro-
ductive” directions? Does the Temple teach heretical views on nirvana in order
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to lure people into donating more money? And if so, what should the sangha
establishment do to rectify it> All of these questions came into public view at
the end of the twentieth century because of a new religious climate fostered by
the Asian economic crisis. The intensity and longevity of the Dhammakaya
controversy indicated the level to which issues of monastic excess, materialism,
and religious manipulation mattered to the Thai public at that moment in
history.

But moments in history are transitory and, even though the Dhammakaya
controversy dominated the headlines for over a year in Thailand, it eventually
died out as time passed and new events occurred. The arrest of Phra Dham-
machayo on August 26,1999, was both the fevered zenith of the controversy as
well as the beginning of its exit from the public forum. As the months passed
after his arrest (and immediate release), fewer and fewer stories occurred in the
Thai media regarding the Temple until there were no new stories at all in the
press. By December of 1999, the media was consumed with positive stories
about the new millennium. In subsequent years, stories of the rise of the Thai
Rak Thai (TRT) party and the 2004 Boxing Day Tsumani would dominate
the headlines. The Dhammakaya controversy would not occupy that place
again in the headlines until August of 2006. As observers of the Thai judicial
system will know, its legal process can move at an inordinately slow pace in
‘Thailand. This was true for the case against Phra Dhammachayo and Thavorn
Phromthavorn, the two individuals named in the embezzlement case. It was
not until August 22, 2006, that the case was finally resolved. On that date all
charges were dropped against the two defendants, as the court noted the de-
fendants’return of 959.3 million baht in assets to the Temple. According to the
Bangkok Post, “[the] prosecution stated that the suit stood to create a bigger
rift between the clergy and laymen had it been pursued. It felt that it would be
best to withdraw the case for the sake of unity in society.””! In her op-ed com-
ments on the dismissal of charges, Sanitsuda Ekachai argued that the dismissal
of charges represents the influence of the Dhammakaya Temple on powerful
politicians in the country, who wanted to ensure that the charges were dropped
before they lost power.”? Sanitsuda’s allusion to a crumbling government
proved prophetic when the government collapsed one month later.

'The collapse of the Thaksin government in 2006, on the heels of corrup-
tion allegations and the increase in violence in the South, has led to a fresh
crop of debates over the signification of prosperity within the kingdom, and
has brought the Dhammakaya Temple once again back into the headlines.
Phra Mettanando, the Oxford-educated former superstar monk of the Dham-
makaya Temple, wrote an opinion piece in The Nation entitled, “I'RT and
the Dhammakaya Temple—Perfect Match,” which was published eight days
after the coup détat on September 27, 2006. In the essay, Phra Mettanando
compared Thaksin’s Thai Rak Thai (TRT) party to the Dhammakaya Temple,
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arguing that they share “the same philosophies of management and adminis-
tration ... both use the media relentlessly for self-promotion ... [both] are
huge organizations—two of the largest and most powerful in the country. Their
leaders are known to be shrewd investors, bold enough to take on new risks—
both are equally fond of the latest technologies, capitalism and modernism in
general.” Phra Mettanando argued that the comparison of the TRT party and
the Dhammmakaya Temple extended beyond ideological similarities; he con-
tended that the two have been intimately linked since 2000 when Phra Dham-
machayo began to openly support candidates in the TRT party.

'The Thai Rak Thai-Phra Dhammakaya Temple relationship proved
mutually beneficial. It allowed the Thai Rak Thai Party to promote
itself with greater efficiency. Phra Dhammakaya Temple also be-
gan broadcasts on Dow Tham [satellite] . .. Never before in its his-
tory was the temple able to expand its powers so quickly. The
temple was able to significantly build up its local, national and in-
ternational networks after Thai Rak Thai came into power. At the
end of August of this year, all legal cases against Phra Dhamma-
jayo were released from the judicial process . .. It must be remem-
bered that the overarching threat to Thailand is no longer just
"Thaksinomics, but the real menace is the Dhammakaya-Thai Rak

Thai consortium.”

Phra Mettanando’s critical assessment of the relationship between TRT and
the Dhammakaya Temple reflects the depth to which issues of wealth play in
discourses about society, politics, and economics in Thailand and across the

globe today.



Chapter 5

Consumerism and Commercialization

of Buddhism

The linkage of wealth with piety is not a new phenomenon within the Bud-
dhist tradition, but the contemporary world offers new modes for its ex-
pression and new fuel for its critique. Today, the assessment of wealth in
contemporary Buddhism is embedded within complex social matrices where
wealth is connected to the driving forces of globalization and consumer capi-
talism. Contemporary Buddhists who correlate wealth with religious piety em-
ploy the traditional idea that wealth is a sign of merit and infuse it with
contemporary sensibilities, aesthetics, and identities, many of which are medi-
ated through the lens of global capitalism. In this postmodern cultural context,
the Dhammakaya Temple correlates golden amulets, Swiss-made saffron robes,
and successful business careers with notions of superior piety.

Conversely, some Buddhists today argue that contemporary relations be-
tween religion and global capitalism undermine authentic forms of religiosity
and foster socioeconomic trends that are antithetical to the core values of the
tradition. In response to the unequal distribution of wealth in contemporary
Sri Lanka, for instance, A. T. Ariyaratne, the founder the Sarvodaya Shrama-
dana movement, advocates an approach to development that creates a “no pov-
erty—no affluence”society, which he presents as the middle path of development.
Ariyaratne envisions a society of simplicity and sustainability rather than a
society ruled by consumerism.! In Thailand, Phra Somsak Duangsisen argues
that a sustainable society, where Thai villagers would “practice the middle way
of living and right livelihood,” would prevent young women from turning to
prostitution in order to support their families or to improve their status through
the acquisition of material possessions.? In the same spirit, Preecha Changkh-
wanyuen, a faculty member in the Department of Philosophy at Chulalong-
korn University, argues that consumerism, with its equation of happiness with
consumption, is antithetical to Buddhism since consumerism depletes natural
resources, exploits laborers, widens the gap between the rich and the poor, and
leads to the destruction of the human mind.’

157
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These commentators are not alone in their portrayal of Buddhism as
the antidote to rampant, out-of-control consumerism. Many sympathetic
Western Buddhist converts view Buddhism through this lens as well. In the
nineteenth century, Orientalists portrayed Buddhism as an atheistic and ra-
tional soteriology, which was set in contradistinction to the faith-based (and
hence “irrational”) theism of Christianity. Today, neo-Orientalists contrast
Eastern Buddhism, with its focus on simplicity and moderation, with Western
materialism, capitalism, and consumption. As a result, many argue that Bud-
dhism and money simply do not mix. When money becomes associated with
Buddhism, it taints the religion. Take, for instance, one American Buddhist
business owner’s problem with making money:

Linsi Deyo believes she is doing some good with Carolina Morn-
ing Designs [a zafu pillow company], helping to encourage people
everywhere to meditate, to look into their lives more closely and
make better choices ...But she isn't sure how much longer the
zafu company will continue to exist . .. “Patrick and I don’t know if
we are going to go on with this,” she says. “There is this desire, you
know, to feel comfortable. We don’t make enough money to do the
things we need to do. So that sort of fits with the question, Can I
let myself make money? ... It’s sort of ironic that I have all of these
issues with money, and here I am operating a meditation-related
business. A lot of Buddhists have tremendous issues around money,
and a lot of people who sell my cushions, if they are related to
Buddhist centers, they themselves don’t want to make any money
off the cushions—it’s like tainted money.”

'This quote captures the popular theme in contemporary American Buddhist
discourses that authentic Buddhism rejects wealth. The Buddhists described by
Linsi Deyo view profit as “tainted money” rather than as righteously earned
income.” As argued in Chapter 1, there are discourses on the righteous accu-
mulation and use of wealth within canonical literature, but many contempo-
rary Buddhists choose to emphasize the tradition’s criticisms of the abuses of
wealth because these discourses fit within their portrait of Buddhism as anti-
materialistic.

'The discursive contrast between a spiritual East and a capitalist West is a
new version of reverse Orientalism,® popularized in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries by Asian modernists such as Swami Vivekananda in India
(1863-1902) and Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933). They used this dichot-
omy to elevate Asian national pride in the face of Western colonialism and
Christian proselytization. The following quote from Anagarika Dharmapala
exemplifies this dichotomy.
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'The British have built roads, extended railways, and generally in-
troduced the blessings of their materialistic civilization into the
land. ... Practices which were an abomination to the ancient noble
Sinhalese have today become tolerated under the influence of Se-
mitic sociology. The Buddhists complain that opium, alcohol, ar-
rack, bhang, ganja, and other poisons are distributed in the villages
by men holding licences, without regard to the degenerating ef-
fects they produce in the human organism. In the days of the Sin-
halese kings and under the Buddhist rule no liquor was sold, no
animals were slaughtered; land was not sold.’

This reverse Orientalism equated the West with material progress (roads,
buildings, and technology) and the East with spiritual, philosophical, and ethi-
cal superiority. This contrast continues today in popular discourse as evidenced
in the 1991 documentary India: Empire of the Spirit, in which the narrator,
historian Michael Wood, uses Mark Twain’s famous description of India as an
“Empire of the Spirit” in order to draw a sharp contrast between the material
West and the deeply spiritual East.

Today, neo-Orientalist discourses redefine the material West as the
capitalist West. In this framework, Eastern religions appear as the alternative
to a consumption-oriented society. Neo-Orientalists focus on the themes of
simplicity and renunciation within Asian religions and devalue or ignore the
various positive assessments of wealth and this-worldly benefits within these
traditions. From this perspective, mega-temples such as the Dhammakaya
Temple or Foguang Shan, with their golden Buddha images and satellite tele-
vision stations, appear as horrific distortions of authentic Buddhism. In a cri-
tique of the commodification of the concept of spirituality in the modern West,
for instance, Jeremy Carrette and Richard King argue that the Asian traditions
of Hindu yoga, Buddhism, and Daoism (Taoism) are increasingly being com-
modified in the West despite having philosophies that are inherently antithet-
ical to consumer culture:

'The renunciatory spiritualities of Asia, such as Hindu yoga, the
various Buddhist Traditions and early Taoist philosophy, far from
providing sustenance for a philosophy of accommodation to con-
temporary consumerism and atomistic individualism, furnish us
instead with ancient ‘inner technologies’and philosophies for over-
coming the destructive cycle of cravings that we valorize today as

‘consumerism.’®

Carrette and King acknowledge that Asian religions encompass an incredibly
diverse set of practices and doctrines, but they remain critical of what they view
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as the use of the renunciatory spiritualities of Asia for corporate gain. They
present two examples of contemporary Asian “philosophers” who have pro-
moted the idea that there is no dissonance between religion and material suc-
cess: Deepak Chopra, the best-selling author of “mind-body” connection books,
and the infamous Bhagwan Shree Rajneesh, the neo-Hindu/Buddhist guru who
championed the phrase, “Jesus Saves, Moses Invests, and Bhagwan Spends.™

'The discursive contrast between a spiritual East and a capitalistic West is
also one component of a broader Asian critique of the global hegemonic forces
of Westernization. As elsewhere in the world, Thai social critics note how the
processes of globalization have destabilized and reconstructed local identities.
Kasian Tejapira argues that contemporary global consumption unanchors Thai
identity and creates a form of cultural schizophrenia.!® Other critics of West-
ern cultural and economic hegemony focus less on the problem of identity and
more on the material and psychological effects of global capitalism. One recent
critique highlights how the dominant International Monetary Fund (IMF)
discourse—which links a “romantic tale of progressive capital with the roman-
tic story of modernization and exhorts ‘underdeveloped’ subjects to move
towards a liberatory and prosperous future”—fails to acknowledge the effects
of IMF policy on factory workers in the “developing” countries of Thailand and
Malaysia.!! In such cases, critiques of development, capitalism, and globaliza-
tion inevitably question the material impact of Western hegemony upon local
cultures: Those processes that negatively affect local workers are identified not
simply as “modern” or “capitalist,” but more importantly, as Western in origin.

The Asian economic crisis of 1997 brought the issues of progress and
development to the forefront of Thai public discourse. As the once thriving
'Thai economy stagnated, scholars, government officials, monks, and journalists
alike were asking salient questions concerning global capitalism. What is the
true nature of wealth in a modern capitalist society? What are the social and
ecological costs of large-scale development? Who benefits and who loses be-
cause of modern economic “progress”? Such questions prompted reflection on
the character and effects of global capitalism. For some commentators, this
reflection entailed a linkage between the values of Western capitalism and the
dissolution of Thai values. Pravit Rojanaphruk, a well-known Thai economist,
raised questions about the nature and role of development within Thailand.!?
She described development as a “part of that Westernizing process of exclud-
ing differences by imposing sameness (a global consumer culture or mono-
culture) in terms of ‘naming,” ‘studying,” ‘helping’ and above all ‘speaking’ for
others.”’® Thailand’s upper middle classes have benefited from this Western-
dominated model of development, but she asked, At what price?

Besides wanting to dress like farang, we now wanted to industrial-
ize lest we fall into poverty and backwardness; this despite the fact
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that others had defined ‘poverty’ and ‘backwardness’ for us. We
were measured by a Western standard, set by others. We felt that
we were poor so we rushed into development. But the more we
develop, the poorer we become—pristine forest and rivers have be-
come rarities.

Fifty years ago, some religious modernists argued that Asian states should
modernize by combining Western technologies of development with Asian
values. This idealistic rendering of Asian development was probably never ten-
able, but following the Asian economic crisis it became clear to many social
commentators that either “Asian values” was a mask for cronyism and corrup-
tion or that Western modernization was having a negative impact on “Asian
values.” In the latter instance, commentators highlighted Western consumer-
ism and the commercialization of traditional forms of religion.

Debates over the character and effects of global capitalism, therefore,
became linked more specifically to discourses on the effects of global capital-
ism on Buddhism as well as to discourses on how Buddhism could serve as an
important corrective to the destructive forces in contemporary society. Some
Thais even viewed the Asian economic crisis as a boon for the resurgence of
authentic Buddhism:

“This crisis is great,” insists Abbot [Phra Phayom Kalyano], as he
adjusts his saffron robe in the torpid afternoon heat at a temple
near the Thai capital of Bangkok. “It is going to force people to go
back to the traditional lifestyle. They had lost their way. . . . The
current decline in morality is a side effect of industrialization,”
adds Khun Payong, a retired teacher who has set up ‘morality
camps’ for young Thais. “We should go back to our old traditions
and not depend so heavily on material things.”**

Debates over the Dhammakaya Temple’s purported commercialization of
Buddhism and its prosperity-oriented teachings were embedded within this
broader discussion of the state of Buddhism and society in an economically
volatile contemporary Thailand.

This chapter examines postmodern debates concerning the effects of
global capitalism upon Buddhist religiosity. The scope of these debates encom-
passes a critique of consumerism by some of the leading Buddhist voices of
reform and a critique of the commercialization of Buddhism, particularly the
sale of Buddhist-related objects for profit and the consumption of such items
for personal satisfaction. This chapter also analyzes the public culture in which
social critics, intellectuals, popular monks, and government officials identify
the manifestations and implications of commercialization and consumerism
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and, in so doing, question the character and role of Buddhism in the global
consumer culture of contemporary Thailand.

The Growth of a Consumer Culture in Thailand

'The story of Thailand’s transition from a traditional agricultural society to an
export-oriented, industrialized modern society began with incremental devel-
opment. In contrast to the so-called Asian Tigers (Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong,
and Singapore), whose economies had boomed through the production of ex-
port goods, Thailand appeared to many economic analysts as a country whose
economic development was inhibited by political instability and its traditional
dependence on agriculture and tourism." In the 1980s, however, with the mas-
sive influx of Japanese capital into the region, Thailand’s economic prospects
improved, and an explosion of unexpected economic growth typified Thailand’s
development. In a relatively short span of time, the Thai economy transitioned
from a predominantly agricultural-export economy to a manufacturing econ-
omy. With this economic transition, the demographics of Thailand changed—
a mass influx of workers migrated to urban areas—and the average income
doubled.'® The economic boom of the 80s and 90s generated new wealth in
'Thailand’s urban communities and benefited the groups commonly referred to
as the “middle class,” the “new rich,” the “white-collar worker,” and the “sala-
ried class,”’” who “spent this new wealth with glee.”'® What they bought were
goods from around the world, goods that were linked to Thai images of moder-
nity, prosperity, and cosmopolitanism.

Today, one cannot fail to notice the presence of this consumer-centric
culture in Bangkok. In Siam Square, teens flock to Mahboonkrong, one of
BangkoK’s most prosperous shopping complexes, where customers buy the lat-
est trends in cell phones, MP3 players, pagers, video games, and clothing. Just
north of Mahboonkrong, on Petchaburi Road, amidst the bustling throngs of
shoppers, people purchase computer hardware and bootlegged software in
Pantip Plaza, a five-story complex in the heart of Pratunam. The newly con-
structed sky train transports potential shoppers from the heavily business-
oriented streets of Sukhumvit and Silom all the way up to the famous
Chatuchak weekend market. And while traditional markets virtually unchanged
by technology continue to service shoppers, it is clear that the business districts
of Siam Square, Pratunam, Silom, and Sukhumvit market their products to
those consumers whose wealth enables them to purchase products with a
higher retail cache than the more utilitarian products commonly found in the
traditional markets.

In Thailand, the economic boom of the 1980s created a new type of con-
sumer culture, a culture that was at once intimately linked to the larger global
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consumer culture of late capitalism. The role that this nascent, postmodern,
western-styled consumer culture played in the construction of Thai lifestyles,
values, and identities became an issue not only of Thai modernity but also glo-
balization and Westernization.!” The consumption of capitalism’s products
“entails learning a specific set of cultural symbols and values.”? The global
marketing of products such as clothing, cars, and food gave rise to and now
sustains a global culture of consumption, a culture that equates the formation
of identity with the procurement of specific kinds of goods, thus divorcing the
formation of identity from culturally bounded influences.?! Kasian Tejapira
highlights this disconnect in his analysis of the effects of global consumer cul-
ture on Thai identity.?? In one highly instructive example, he deconstructs a
portrait of Thai identity as found within an advertisement for the Association
of Siamese Architects in 1993. A beautiful Thai woman appears with a pleth-
ora of global consumer products: a Parisian hairstyle, Italian earrings, an
Anmerican fragrance, an English business suit, a Swiss watch, and Japanese silk
stockings. The caption in the corner of the advertisement reads: “Bok dai mai
khun pen thai thi trong nai?” (Can you tell which part of you makes you Thai?).
'The bottom of the advertisement reads, “It’s not strange if we are used to bread
and coffee more than rice and curry. There’s nothing wrong with the fact that
we are dressed in Western style. It’s not unusual that we drive Japanese cars. Be-
cause Thai-Thai feelings remain in our spirit.”?* Kasian notes how the contem-
porary presumption that Thai-ness and the consumption of non-Thai commodities
can coexist without qualms of dissonance differs dramatically from the period
in the 1970s when enthusiastic Thai nationalists boycotted Japanese goods.
While it is clear that the global consumer culture has influenced Thai
patterns and ideologies of consumption, it is neither determinative nor mono-
lithic. In a study of public culture in late modern India, Arjun Appadurai and
Carol Breckenridge emphasize that “modernity is today a global experience”
and that this experience “is as varied as magic, marriage, or madness.”?* The
public culture that emerges out of this experience is not to be understood “as a
type of cultural phenomenon but a zone of cultural debate.”” Within this zone
of debate, consumers are actively engaged in determining the patterns and pro-
cesses of consumption. In the Thai cultural sphere, cosumers are active agents
who choose from a variety of products; their choices are not monolithic. In an
article on the patronage of ram thai (traditional Thai dance) by the Thai middle
class, for instance, Paritta Koanantakool effectively problematizes simple de-
scriptions of the Thai middle class as merely “consumers of Western-oriented
goods.” She illustrates how some members of this group embrace ram thai “as
an assertion of the local while never relinquishing their self-consciousness of
being ‘modern’ people.”? In a similar vein she references a study by Nidhi Eo-
siwong, who argues that while the Thai middle class is associated with demo-
cratic, egalitarian, and progressive views, as a group members of the Thai middle
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class also adhere to a so-called traditional cultural worldview, especially with
their ideas of karma and barami (charismatic power).?”

The complexity and heterogeneity of the Thai middle class in late capi-
talism is also reflected in the realm of religion where varying religious perspec-
tives appraise the state of Thai society and the role of global consumerism in it.
Nowhere is this complexity and heterogeneity more apparent than at the
Dhammakaya Temple. The Temple promotes a religious practice and identity
that is consistent with select values of the dominant consumer culture, but in
consort with its critics, it too warns against the wholesale unquestioning embrace
of global consumerism. Dhammakaya practitioners may foster the traditional
linkage between wealth and piety, but they condemn unabashed hedonism as
seen in the Temple’s ardent campaigns against smoking, drinking, and illicit
drugs. Once again, the Temple’s success is due, in large part, to its ability to
ground Dhammakaya practice in the past while simultaneously promoting it-
self as relevant to the modern world. Its modern-ness, however, is not a whole-
sale adoption of every aspect of modernity but rather a selective adoption of
those elements that appeal to a modern and ever-increasingly global audience.

'The Religion of Consumerism and the Crisis of Values

'The religious critique of global consumerism gained momentum in Thailand
following the onslaught of the Asian economic crisis, but the critique had been
gestating in Thai discourses for several decades, principally in the writings of
socially engaged Buddhists who champion issues of social equality, economic
justice, and environmental ethics.?® Monks and lay critics alike have raised
questions about the social implications of the kingdom’s economic transforma-
tion from an agricultural-based economy to a global market economy, high-
lighting what they see as the detrimental social effects of the processes of
modernization. Chief among their concerns are mass urbanization; the plight
of the average rural farm family; the dramatic increase in violent crime, prosti-
tution, drug consumption and trafficking; and the dissolution of religious values.

In the aftermath of the Asian economic crisis, the International Net-
work of Engaged Buddhists, a group of socially engaged Buddhists from
around the world, dedicated an entire year to the discussion of the intersec-
tions of religion and economics. These discussions culminated in the publica-
tion of a special edition of its journal, Think Sangha Journal, in 1998 with the
title, The Religion of the Market: A Buddhbist Look at the Global Economy, Consum-
erism, Development and the Role of Spirituality in Society. The lead article by
Jonathon Watts suggested that the Asian economic crisis was due, in part, to
a “crisis of values,” which combined the worst aspects of western modernism
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(individualism, economic greed) with the worst aspects of indigenous Asian
values (feudal patronage systems, social prestige over individual merit).?’

What is taking place today in Asia then is not its emergence into
the ideal of the modern world, that is the free individual enjoying
material prosperity amidst democratic government. Rather we are
seeing a tragic warping of this vision: material prosperity exists for
a small group of patron elite in government and business circles;
feudal cronyism is disguised as representative democracy; and a
mass of disempowered citizens are increasingly cut off from their
historical and cultural identities by the “clear-cut” of economic
“development” and consumerism.°

Watts” analysis echoes the sentiments of many Thai and international social
commentators who linked the collapse of the Thai economy to a crisis of values
that had been burgeoning in Thailand since its dramatic entrance into the
modern global economy. Corruption and cronyism became dominant themes
within these discourses on social, political, and economic crises. Stories focus-
ing on corrupt politicians, bankers, educators, and monks made headlines dur-
ing this time and highlighted what many critics described as an endemic
problem in Thai society—the pervasive power of patronage and big money.3!

'The list of contributors to this special edition of the Think Sangha Journal
included Western academics and practitioners as well as Buddhist monks from
'Thailand and Japan, demonstrating how religious discourses on global capital-
ism, consumerism, and Buddhist ethics are globally constructed and mediated.
'This is not simply to say that these discourses exist throughout the world, but
more importantly, that Buddhists from a variety of backgrounds engage with
each other in religious discussions of capitalism and consumerism. In the nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries, European scholars and Buddhist elites
were engaged in dialogue about the historical Buddha and the rational and
ethical foundations of Buddhism. The Buddhism that emerged from this con-
ceptualization of the tradition is what many scholars refer to as Buddhist mod-
ernism. Today, Buddhist practitioners from around the globe contribute to
discussions concerning wealth, consumerism, capitalism, and development. In
so doing, they create a Buddhist ‘ideoscape,” a space in which contributors
constitute “authentic” Buddhism and assess contemporary society and the
“state” of Buddhism within it.3?

While there are many convergences within discourses on global capital-
ism, consumerism, and Buddhist ethics, such as the belief that Buddhism of-
fers alternative visions of well-being, not all participants in the discussion focus
on the same parts of the debate or interpret key terms in the same way.33 As an
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instance of this, David Loy, a Buddhist scholar and practitioner, uses key Bud-
dhist ideas to critique not only global capitalism and consumerism, but also to
reconstruct what he considers to be authentic Buddhism. As with many West-
ern Buddhist converts, Loy views Buddhism as a tradition that is inherently
anti-materialistic and critical of the accumulations of wealth. 34 In Loy’s latest
book, Money, Sex, War, Karma: Notes for a Buddhist Revolution, he constructs
Buddhism as an antidote to the ills of global capitalism and consumerism; but
in a manner similar to that of Stephen Batchelor in Buddhism without Beliefs,
he argues that Buddhism must first be demythologized. Loy argues that “[i]f
the Dharma is to fulfill its liberative potential, it must make the transition from
being an Asian tradition (more accurately, several Asian traditions) into a
teaching that speaks more directly to the spiritual needs of modern people liv-
ing in a globalizing world.”® Implicit within this statement is his assertion
that Buddhism in America must extract the Buddha’s teachings from institu-
tional (i.e., Asian) Buddhism. The reason, according to Loy, is that most Bud-
dhists today focus on “spiritual materialism’—supporting the sangha and
making merit rather than key ideas such as anatti (not-self) and the three
poisons (greed, hatred, and delusion).’’

In Thailand, the progressive monks and social critics who participate in
the debate on consumerism and global capitalism similarly use key Buddhist
ideas as a tool for critiquing current social, political, and economic conditions,
and they also tend to offer commentary on the state of Buddhism in Thailand
today. But unlike Loy, these Buddhists do not call for the “de-Asianizing” of
the tradition. On the contrary, they argue that global capitalism and consumer-
ism have facilitated the erosion of Thai values, which are deeply embedded
within authentic Buddhism. As a result, there is a tendency for these reformers
to imagine a past in which peasant farmers and local monks lived in harmony
with dhammic principles. In other words, these reformers are not merely en-
gaged in discourses on the effects of globalism—they are simultaneously en-
gaged in constructions of Thai-ness (kbwam pen Thai) and Thai history
(phrawattisat Thai). Thongchai Winichakul addresses the reformist assessment
of Thai-ness in his highly informative examination of Thai nationalism:

Another contending interpretation of Thainess which is more re-
cent and still influential is an intellectual tendency that attracts
many people by its conservative radicalism. Basically it attacks the
failure of modern Thai society in the light of Buddhist Thai tradi-
tion, arguing that modernity, capitalism, and consumerism have
uprooted Thai people from the fundamentals of Thai civilization—
hence the degradation of modern culture and the deterioration of
morality and Buddhism in Thai society as a whole. In turn, it calls
for a return to Thainess, the roots or fundamental values of Thai
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civilization, and the reassertion of Thai intellect, all of which are

based on Buddhism.3®

Over the past three decades, some of the leading voices in this critique have
been those of Bhikkhu Buddhadasa (Phra Phutthathat) and his students Phra
Kalyano and Santikaro Bhikkhu, Phra Payutto, Sulak Sivaraksa, Samana
Phothirak (formerly Phra Phothirak), Suwanna Sattha-Anand, and Phra
Phaisan Wisalo. Some of these figures have faced intense criticism within
'Thailand—including rumors of communist sympathies (Bhikkhu Buddhadasa)
and charges of /ése-majesté (Sulak Sivaraksa)—and have been forced to disrobe
for boasting about false spiritual attainments (Samana Phothirak).

Bhikkhu Buddhadasa

Bhikkhu Buddhadasa, who has been described as “the most influential con-
temporary Buddhist philosopher monk in Thailand,”? and as “Thailand’s
greatest contemporary spiritual leader,”* spent many years of his life raising
poignant questions about the state of Buddhism in Thailand and the effects of
economic development on Thai society. Bhikkhu Buddhadasa’s reinterpreta-
tion of dhammic practice emphasized the import of understanding key Bud-
dhist ideas such as aniccd (impermanence), dukkha (un-satisfactoriness), anatti
(not-Self) and nibbina over the so-called popular practices of merit making
and magical ritualism.*! Because Buddhadasa’s version of dhammic practice
was not consistent with the dominant expression of the tradition within Thai-
land, he gradually disassociated himself from the sangha establishment and
founded Wat Suan Mokkh (The Garden of Liberation), which was dedicated
to the study and practice of dhamma as outlined by Buddhadasa.

Buddhadasa’s interpretation of core Buddhist teachings and his critique
of contemporary Thai Buddhist practice informed his discussion of social and
political issues, especially his assessment of modern development. His teach-
ings, for instance, provided a substantive alternative to the dominant model of
development that is based, according to Buddhadasa, on materialism and on
the glorification of the personal, independent ego. He highlighted the manner
in which this paradigm of social growth came to foster a form of material
progress that has led to the destruction of Buddhist communities and the de-
cay of Buddhist ideals and values. His alternative model of development,
labeled “dhammic socialism,” resembled the ideology of Buddhist socialism es-
poused by other Buddhist reformers in the two decades following the end of
World War II, which marked the end of the colonial period and the emergence
of new Asian nation-states. As stated in Chapter 1, these views led some of his
critics to denounce him as a communist sympathizer.
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In his article “Exchanging Dhamma while Fighting,” Buddhadasa de-
scribed material progress without spiritual progress as a path that “will lead to
hell or transform the world into hell.”*? He argued that material progress alone
makes people more selfish, degrades ethics, creates a state of excessiveness and
inflation, and makes the world more materialistic. These effects in turn lead to
the degeneration of religious values and ideals, promote an imbalance between
the mind and body, and increase competition and conflict between people.
Materialism, according to Bhikkhu Buddhadasa, is an epidemic disease that is
gradually wearing away the real wisdom of the dhamma and its application to
society. Phra Kalyano and Santikaro Bhikkhu, two of Buddhadasas most out-
spoken students, continue to challenge society and the sangha to reject materi-
alism in favor of a dhamma-based society. As an example, Phra Kalyano hosts
a flea market at his temple, Wat Suan Kaew, where people can donate their
possessions for a good cause, and people in need can purchase them at a rela-
tively low price.

Phra Payutto

As noted in the previous chapter, Phra Payutto (Phra Dhammapitaka) is argu-
ably the most well-known and respected living Buddhist scholar in Thailand
today. The popularity of his critiques of the Santi Asok movement and the
Dhammakaya Temple demonstrates his authoritative status. He is a prolific
writer on issues of dhamma—his Buddhadhamma is found in the curriculum at
Mahachulalongkorn Buddhist University—and he is a leading commentator
on issues concerning the relationship between Buddhism and society. In the
introduction to a collection of essays compiled in honor of Phra Payutto’s six-
tieth birthday, Bruce Evans writes, “The strength of his writing lies not in the
new information it may provide, but in its application of intelligent thought to
what has already been laid down. It is Venerable Prayudh’s astute awareness of
the state of people in the present time, a result of his keen interest in other
fields of knowledge, that has guided his approach to presenting the Buddha’s
teaching.” His astute awareness of contemporary topics prompted Phra
Payutto to critique modern development and capitalism from a Buddhist per-
spective. In his Buddhist Economics: A Middle Way for the Market Place, he urges
individuals to incorporate Buddhist ethics into the conception and practice of
economics—which, up to this point, had been articulated primarily through
the lens of Western discourse and practice.

Western academic disciplines and conceptual structures have
reached a point which many feel to be a dead end, or if not, at least
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a turning point demanding new paradigms of thought and meth-
odology. This has led many economists to rethink their isolated,
specialized approach. The serious environmental repercussions of
rampant consumerism have compelled economists to develop
more ecological awareness. Some even propose that new students
of economics incorporate basic ecology into their curriculum.*

The primary problem with Western conceptions of economics, according to
Phra Payutto, lies in its propensity to separate economics from other spheres of
activity. He argues that one of the central tenets of Buddhism is the intercon-
nectedness of life, a doctrine that facilitates recognition of the relational effects
of all thoughts and actions. Buddhist economics has this doctrine at its base:
“While modern economics confines its regard to events within its specialized
sphere, Buddhist economics would investigate how a given economic activity
affects the three interconnected spheres of human existence: the individual,
society and the nature of the environment.” In the case of economics, there-
fore, we must move beyond a focus on the satisfaction of consumer demand
and move towards a more comprehensive analysis of the conditions and effects
of economic activities.

Phra Payutto uses his theory of Buddhist economics to address the prob-
lem of consumerism in Thailand. He states that the current trend is towards the
consumption of “flashy” products that serve to enforce “vain and fickle” values.
Adpvertising feeds on popular values, “on common aspirations, prejudices and de-
sires in order to produce advertisements that are appealing.” The result of such
practices is an increase in materialism and selfish indulgence that leads to the
destruction of public morality and the creation of a society full of “hungry ghosts,
striving to feed an everlasting craving.”*® He describes the hungry-ghost syn-
drome of contemporary society as one epitomized by waste and extravagance.

'Things are used for a short while and then replaced, even though
they are still in good condition. Advertising also caters to peoples’
tendency to flaunt their possessions as a way of gaining social sta-
tus. When snob-appeal is the main criterion, people buy unneces-
sarily expensive products without considering the quality. In
extreme cases, people are so driven by the need to appear stylish
that they cannot wait to save the money for the latest gadget or
fashion—they simply use their credit cards. Spending in excess of
earnings can become a vicious cycle. A newer model or fashion is
advertised and people plunge themselves deeper and deeper into
debt trying to keep up. In this way, unethical advertising can lead
people to financial ruin.*’
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Phra Payutto argues that Buddhist ethics, in contrast to this portrait of unlim-
ited consumerism, stresses moderation, not overconsumption. Well-being, not
maximum satisfaction, should be the focus.

Sulak Sivaraksa

Sulak Sivaraksa, a lay social critic and founder of numerous NGOs, is another
leading voice in the critique of consumerism and Thai society. He openly ad-
monishes the development forces within the world that value profit over social
justice and encourage development over the interests of natural resources.

'The capitalistic system aims for profit, not for the general welfare
of the pubic. Capitalists may indulge in some forms of philan-
thropy, as long as a majority of the people remain under their con-
trol. But since profit is their goal, they must take every advantage
they can, beginning with taking advantage of the workers and fi-
nally taking advantage of the consumers.*

While Sulak’s general message resonates with those of Buddhadasa and Phra
Payutto, his critique differs in style and focus, which is perhaps due to the fact
that he is not bound to the same rules of decorum that typically govern the
behavior of monks. He directly attacks those forces in Thai society that breed
consumerism, namely, what he perceives as a corrupt polity and sangha estab-
lishment. He argues that Thailand’s pervasive social, economic, and political
problems derive from the marriage of an uncritical appropriation of Western
values and progress models by political elites with the failure of religious elites
to effectively inform the decisions of policy makers. These overt criticisms
led him to be charged in 1984 and 1994 with violating Thailand’s strict lese-
majesté laws.

In contrast to the portrayal of Theravada Buddhism as asocial or other-
worldly, Sulak argues that Buddhist practice is comprised of two steps, both of
which are inherently social. First, the individual must focus on inner contem-
plation. This endeavor reveals to the practitioner that all forms of life are inter-
connected. Any focus on individual gratification is therefore illusionary. Second,
the individual must use this knowledge to transform society to reflect Buddhist
ideals and therefore seek to promote social justice: the maintenance of human
rights, equitable economic development plans, and the preservation of the en-
vironment.

Buddhism is not concerned just with private destiny, but with
the lives and consciousness of all beings. This inevitably entails a
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concern with social and political matters, and these receive a large
share of attention in the Pali canon....I agree with Trevor Ling
when he says that Buddhism can be regarded as a prescription for
both the restructuring of human consciousness and restructuring
of society.*

Sulak uses this interpretation of Buddhism to criticize an array of develop-
ments in modern Thailand that he views as antithetical to Buddhism. He criti-
cizes the Thai populace for abandoning Buddhism in favor of the religion of
consumerism, a religion which focuses on self-gratification rather than on
community development and social justice. According to Sulak, the religion of
consumerism developed through the Thai government’s misguided attempts at
modernization that placed undue emphasis on the economic progress of the
elite. He describes the government’s theory of progress as “the think-big strat-
egy of development,” a strategy which favors big business, the wealthy elite,
and the image of the government.’® He argues that the government’s failure to
contain the religion of consumerism directly relates to the government’s un-
critical co-option of Western political, economic, and social models and con-
temporary Western values.

Samana Phothirak and Santi Asok

Sulak is not the only social critic to implicate the political and religious estab-
lishments in the promotion of consumerism and the unreflective co-option
of Western values. For the past three decades, Samana Phothirak (formerly
known as Phra Phothirak),”! the founder of the Santi Asok movement, has
made headlines for promoting a strict form of Buddhist practice that de-
nounces those aspects of Thai Buddhism that he perceives as ritualistic and
commercial.”? Samana Phothirak’s condemnation of these aspects of Thai Bud-
dhism has provided a subtext for his promotion of Santi Asok, his counter-
consumerist religious movement. In an interview with Prakobpong Panapool
during the Dhammakaya controversy, Phothirak stated, “[ The] Dhammakaya
Temple is a showcase of Buddhism trapped in the capitalist system while Santi
Asoke always adheres to the principle of modesty.”>* He compared Santi Asok
strict practices of eating only one vegetarian meal a day and handling no money
to the luxurious lifestyles of the monks at the Dhammakaya Temple. In the
same article, Thirajitto, chief administrator of Santi Asok, criticized the Dham-
makaya Temple’s use of “direct-sale” methods in their campaign to raise dona-
tions for the Mahathammakai Chedi. He argued that merit making should
not be a commercial endeavor but rather one based on the purity of the donor’s
intention.
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In February of 2001, I attended a taping of the popular Searching for the
Essence of Buddhism television program at Santi Asok in Bangkok. On this oc-
casion, Sulak and Phothirak both addressed the implications of capitalism for
'Thai society. When fielding a question over the merits of socialism over capi-
talism, both Sulak and Phra Phothirak argued that socialism is more consis-
tent with the ideals of the Buddhist middle path. Sulak argued that the
community of the sangha represents the ideal of cooperation over competition,
while Phothirak described Buddhism as a religion that helps one to reduce the
ego. When asked by another audience member, “How should we combat
the problems of capitalism?” both Sulak and Phothirak linked capitalism to the
generation of the three defilements of greed, hatred, and delusion. Sulak cham-
pioned Bhikkhu Buddhadasa’s message of dhammic socialism with its empha-
ses on social and environmental benefits as a solution to capitalism’s focus on
material profit, and in a similar vein, Phothirak suggested that one way to com-
bat the onslaught of capitalism is for the Thai populace to elect officials who
lives are informed by dhamma practice, not personal interest.

Suwanna Satha-Anand and Phra Phaisan Wisalo

Dr. Suwanna Satha-Anand, professor of Buddhist philosophy at Chulalong-
korn University, and Phra Phaisan Wisalo, abbot of Wat Pha Sukato in Chai-
yaphom province and prolific author of books on Buddhism and society, offer
a striking critique of wealth in contemporary Thai society in the book, Ngoen
kap Sasana (Money and Religion),>* which was written during the beginning
of the Asian economic crisis. In their respective sections, they collectively ques-
tion the equation of wealth with piety in Buddhism, and they argue that
religion should serve to challenge contemporary consumption rather than to
endorse it.

Dr. Suwanna begins by examining the value attributed to money and
how religions can offer alternate sources of value. She first argues that money is
a human creation that has been used by societies not only as a medium of ex-
change of goods and services but also to measure social status, to measure the
severity of a crime (the amount of particular fine), to purchase brides, and even
procure human organs. In so doing, money, through complex institutional
quantification of values into prices and costs, neutralizes all values and facili-
tates consumption. Dr. Suwanna argues that standard economic theory as-
sumes that humans are born to consume, while religions can serve to challenge
this premise.”

She then examines discussions and critiques of wealth in Christianity,
Buddhism, and Islam. In the case of Christianity, she cites a number of biblical
references that support a reading of the New Testament as a critique of wealth:
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Jesus’ teaching that one cannot serve both God and Mammon at the same time
(Matthew 6:24); Jesus’ condemnation of commercial practices at the temple in
Jerusalem (Mark 11:15-19); his suggestion that a rich young man give to the
poor in order to enter the kingdom of God (Matthew 19:16-30); his critique
of greed (Luke 12: 12-21); the teaching that the amount of a donation is not
equivalent to its religious benefit (Mark 12: 41-44); and Jesus’ sermon on the
Mount, in which he famously stated, “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs
is the kingdom of heaven” (Matthew 5:1-11).°° Dr. Suwanna next turns her
attention to Buddhism, in which she outlines the Buddha’s teachings about
money to monastic and lay audiences. Regarding monks, she states that the
Buddha unequivocally banned monks from economic activity, as seen in the
rule against the handling of money. Monks were not to value possessions, as
evidenced in the early practice of collecting clothes from the dead to be used as
monastic robes. Laypersons may obviously use money, but there are three prin-
cipal teachings regarding its use: (1) the admonition in the parica sila (five pre-
cepts) against theft; (2) the importance of right livelihood (not selling weapons,
animals, or alcohol) in the eight-fold path; and (3) the Buddha’s teachings on
earning money honestly and using it to support one’s family, society, and
monks. The noblest forms of wealth (ariya sap) are the virtues and wisdom of a
person, not his material possessions.’” Lastly, Dr. Suwanna makes a few refer-
ences to Islam, in which she states that Islam admonishes against taking ad-
vantage of people, as evidenced in the law against usury, and the ideal of
distributing wealth throughout society through its collection of zakat.’® From
her analysis of the critique of wealth in Christianity, Buddhism, and Islam,
Suwanna makes several suggestions: (1) religious institutions must decide, if,
when, and to what extent they want to be influenced by religion; (2) people
must understand that the worship of money is equal to the worship of the self,
which contradicts the doctrines of all three traditions; (3) religions could clearly
articulate that religious wisdom is not constituted by the simple satisfaction of
desires—that idea presents a reductionist attitude toward the value of human-
life; (4) religious persons could promote their traditions through a careful per-
sonal reading of the texts and a reflected commitment to practice; (5) religions
should enter into interreligious dialogue; (6) people could reference religion in
their everyday lives, and (7) Thais, in particular, could view the economic crisis
as an opportunity to return to the ideals of religion—people today are too rich,
too fatigued, too bored, and too consumeristic, and as a result, they are spiritu-
ally impoverished. Suwanna ends her piece with a call for the regeneration of
Buddhism.*’

Following Suwanna’s comprehensive essay on religion and money, Phra
Phaisan Wisalo offers a specific appraisal of Buddhism in Thai society and an
assessment of the Asian economic crisis. He writes that the economic crisis
is the result of greed, the delusion that money can buy happiness, and the fact
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that the Thai economy is based on money not on its natural resources. In the
past, according to Phra Phaisan, Thais used a system of barter; today, people
consume, use credit, and produce inferior products that cannot be exported. In
the past, borrowing was viewed as a sign of laziness, whereas today borrowing
is valued as a means for receiving good credit, which only leads to more bor-
rowing. To remedy this situation, Phra Phaisan offers several solutions: (1) de-
pend less on money as a source of happiness; (2) spend less time trying to earn
money that is subsequently used to consume material goods; (3) return to an
economic system of exchanging goods for products and labor; and (4) develop
a sustainable economy that is not based on credit. In other words, people need
to realize that “rice is more important than a Rolex.” Not only does Phra Phai-
san criticize the “religion of consumerism” in Thailand, he is one of the most
vocal opponents of the commercialization of Thai Buddhism.®

The Commercialization of Buddhism

In the last section, I offered a broad sampling of some of the discourses on
global capitalism, consumerism, and development and its effects on Thai soci-
ety. Now, I address another set of discourses relating to the commercialization
of Buddhism—the sale of Buddhist-related objects for profit and the con-
sumption of such items for personal satisfaction. The exchange of these items
brings into sharp relief the relationship between the daily life of Buddhist
practice and modern consumerism. Many of the reformers mentioned in the
previous section condemn what they view as the commercialization of Bud-
dhism for profit.

'The sale or exchange of religious items is not a practice unique to late
modern capitalist societies, but the nature of the exchange today is influenced
by the culture of consumerism that exists in the contemporary world. Religious
items enter the marketplace and compete with other religious and non-religious
items for customers: Kabbalah Water versus Dasani, a Lef? Behind novel versus
Stephen King’s latest thriller, or a Third Day album versus an album by Britney,
Rhianna, or Fergie. These religious items are products that must be marketed,
sold, and consumed. Mara Einstein argues that religious media such as the film
The Passion of the Christ are commodities:

'The Passion of the Christ showed in the most blatant of ways that
religion is a product, no different from any other commodity sold
in the consumer marketplace ... And while initially the objective
was to sell a film, we can see from the sustaining campaigns and
comments made by the director that the ultimate objective was to
promote religion itself.
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Many forms of religion are being advertised and promoted in a
way never seen before. Churches advertise on billboards and in
print media. Books sell us all types of religious and spiritual wis-
dom. Television has become overrun with religious content with
no fewer than eight channels presenting sermons and faith-based
programming 24 hours a day, not to mention religious content in
broadcast prime time and as regular content for nightly newsmag-

azines.%!

Einstein attributes this religious consumption in America to the diminished
authority of traditional religious institutions. The result is an ever-increasingly
personalized and autonomous religion.

In the American context, sociologists of religion have identified the in-
creasingly eclectic character of religiosity as one sign of the effects of consumer
culture on religion. Peter Berger, for instance, argues that religion in America
often resembles a shopping market, whereby individuals selectively choose as-
pects of religious traditions that suit their individual tastes.®? The result of such
a competitive and individualistic religious environment is the diversification of
religious practice and identity. This environment has also led to the restructur-
ing of religiosity based on a “wide range of people’s causes, interests, and curi-
osities (for example, people interested in ‘eco-spirituality,” ‘Motorcyclists for
Jesus, ‘channeling sessions’).”®3

These trends have led to a serious assessment of how traditional religions
can maintain their uniqueness and identity in the midst of such diversification.
One response has been the co-option of this marketplace as a venue for the ex-
pression and spread of religiosity. R. Laurence Moore characterizes this shift as
a sign of the commodification of religion in nineteenth-century America, as
churches grew through a participation in the market and as religious authorities
established themselves in commercial culture.®* He argues convincingly that this
process of commodification has not merely been the effect of the consumer cul-
ture on religion. This process also demonstrates how religion has influenced
“the taste of people who were learning to purchase ‘culture’ as a means of self-
improvement and relaxation.”® Raymond Benton similarly argues that a con-
sumer society is one that spends money during leisure time and one that equates
ownership with happiness. “Individual lifestyles and identity become linked to
consumption activities; ‘consumerism’is then based on accepting consumption as
the way to self-development, self-realization, and self-fulfillment.”*®

Phra Phaisan Wisalo argues that this type of consumer-based society
has had a significant impact on Buddhist practice in Thailand: “Consumerism
rests on the principle that happiness and success come about through consum-
ing or purchasing things, not through creating or realizing it by oneself. This
belief causes people to see religion as merely another aspect of consuming,
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rather than something which should be applied and practiced.”” O’Connor
describes this transformation in Thailand as a shift in the relation of wealth to
patronage: “Where old money approached wat as patrons wanting honour, this
new wealth comes to religion as consumers expecting results.”®® Phra Paisan
Wisalo similarly argues that the distinction between Buddhism and consum-
erism is becoming increasingly vague because religious practice is now being
defined as the purchase of auspicious objects. “One’s faith (saddha) is no longer
measured by how one applies it, how one lives life, but by how many holy or
sacred articles one possesses.”®? Thailand’s monasteries have been transformed
into trading centers, providing glossy photographs of famous monks, amulets,
yantra cloths, protective lockets for rearview mirrors, figurines, and signs with
magic phrases to an eager clientele. He notes how some of these commodities
are instant successes.

In one instance, people developed a belief about the special powers
of a certain kind of bamboo from one village in Thailand. More
than 20 different kinds of sacred objects made from this bamboo
were available within a few days of the “discovery” of its potency.
Soon, hundreds of thousands of baht (Thai currency—40 baht/$1)
were being generated each day in more than 200 shops that mush-
roomed in the once sleepy, peaceful little village.””

According to Phra Phaisan, these commercialized Buddhist products appeal to
those individuals who are interested in an “instant coftee kind of religion where
the results are quick and immediate.” With such religious practices, commit-
ment to long-term practice, to a particular temple or teacher, becomes obsolete
and is replaced with a spiritual market that is driven by the latest and greatest
religious products.

Phra Phaisan Wisalo and other critics of the commercialization of Thai
Buddhism note how the temple has become a site of commercial activities.
Lottery tickets are a common sight outside of temple entrances, where temple
visitors are able to purchase tickets after procuring suggestions for numbers
from auspicious signs at the temple. Those who visit Wat Mahabut in Bang-
kok, for instance, can obtain lottery numbers from a myriad of sources—"a
rooster’s legs and toes, the trees, an abandoned boat, and the age of a mainte-
nance worker have been used by the enthusiasts to bet on lotteries—and many
of them have claimed to have won.””! Along with the colorful display of lottery
tickets, the outer edges of Thai temples typically offer a diverse array of goods,
ranging from conspicuously religious objects such as amulets and images of the
Buddha and famous Thai monks to noodle shops, medicine shops, and stalls
selling such mundane consumer products as beauty accessories, handbags and
watches, and mass market books. Other temples, such as Wat Rajanadda in
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Storefront of an Image Shop in Bangkok. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)

Bangkok, are known for their wide selection of Buddhist items. At the temple’s
market one can peruse row upon row of Buddha images of all sizes—Buddha
images for temples, homes, or cars, and amulets of the Buddha and famous
'Thai monks. While there are no vendors inside Wat Mahatat in Bangkok, there
are numerous vendors offering their goods for sale in businesses near Wat Ma-
hatat and on the footpath adjacent to it.
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Amulet Vendor, Bangkok. (Photograph by Rachelle M. Scott.)

Of the many items sold at temples, the “sale” of amulets has been the fo-
cal point of the most heated discussions over the commercialization of Bud-
dhism. Critics of the Dhammakaya Temple focused on the Temple’s distribution
of the Mahasiriratthat amulets as a clear sign of its commercialized practices.
But this criticism is not only reserved for the Dhammakaya Temple. The cri-
tique of the amulet industry extends to the distribution of amulets at other
temples, to the “sale” of amulets at commercial stalls in places like Pantip Plaza,
the computer mega-center in Pratunam, and to popular magazines, such as
Phutthakbhun and Pawarat, that relay stories about potent amulets and the peo-
ple who possess them. Sanitsuda Ekachai, a prominent editorial writer for the
Bangkok Post, argues that the popularity of amulets derives from the intermin-
gling of the “spirit of capitalism” of contemporary Thailand with traditional
beliefs concerning supernatural powers. She describes how amulets made of
fossilized mammoth ivory are advertised in local newspapers.

In an open marketing blitz, the jewelry company importing the
fossilised ivory to produce the charms recently placed a half-page
advertisement in the newspapers. The ad features a huge hairy
mammoth with a pair of majestic tusks.

In one corner is a replica of an ivory coin bearing the image of

King Chulalongkorn, who posthumously has become the god of
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wealth for today’s Thai entrepreneurs. On the back of the coin is a
“yantra,” an ancient symbol believed to ward off danger. In another
corner is a photograph of Luang Por Uttama, a well-known elderly
monk, who has sanctified the coins with magical powers. The back-
ground colour is glowing saffron, the same as the monks’ sacred
robes. Strengthen charisma and power, proclaims the banner.”?

Sanitsuda suggests that the marketing of these amulets plays on the as-
sociation of antiquity with sanctity, as well as Thai notions of the grandeur of
elephants and the value of ivory. She also notes how these amulets offer a
“hodge-podge of magic, like the 7-Eleven one-stop-shop around the corner,”
which is unlike the more specialized amulets of the past. Moreover, these amulets
are now produced and distributed through amulet businesses, not simply through
independent temples. She describes these practices as examples of occultism, as
practices that seek help from supernatural powers in order to perpetuate greed.

Critical discourses on the production and distribution of amulets are of-
ten stirred by successes in the amulet industry. Prior to debates over the
Dhammakaya Temple’s distribution of the infamous asset-sucking Phra Ma-
hasiriratthat amulets, Luang Pho Khun’s wide range of “prosperity” amulets
commonly graced the covers of Thai newspapers and magazines. Luang Pho
Khun’s fame derived, in part, from the narratives of prosperity and wealth as-
sociated with his amulets.”> Peter Jackson argues that during the 1990s “the
marketing of [Khun’s] blessed amulets and other cultic products became a
multimillion-baht industry.” Some of the amulets distributed in the 1990s were
intimately linked to the accumulation of wealth as indicated by their names:
“Fortune, success, increase,” “Multiplying fortune,” “Rich for sure,” “Multiply-
ing wealth,” and “Increasing wealth.”’* These amulets were named by the con-
suming public, however, and not by Luang Pho Khun. Jackson insists that the
Luang [Pho Khun] phenomenon has been significantly influenced, if not de-
termined, by media owners and newspaper editors eager to promote sales with
stories of miracles and by entrepreneurs interested in profiting from commodi-
fying [Khun’s] supernatural charisma.” The degree to which Luang Pho Khun
distances himself from this phenomenon is relevant in that it testifies to the
contestability of the cult of amulets in contemporary Thailand.”

Debates over the commercialization of Buddhism also extend to the po-
litical sphere.”® In 1993, for instance, Samphan Thongsamak, the Education
Minister, publicly stated that he was “concerned by the growing influence of
‘commercial Buddhism’ within Thailand.” According to his reading of Bud-
dhism, the “business of selling Buddhist amulets for worship is not in accor-
dance with the teachings of the Lord Buddha.””” At the same time, however,
many politicians in the Department of Education and other departments pub-
licly offer patronage to monks such as Luang Pho Khun, and receive amulets
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in return. The critique of the commercialization of Buddhism is therefore not a
straightforward critique of a deviant practice. It is embedded within one vision
of Buddhist religiosity and is by no means a hegemonic discourse in Thailand.

Conclusion

A century ago, Buddhist reformers in Thailand and elsewhere sought to dimin-
ish or eliminate elements of the tradition that they viewed as magical, irratio-
nal, and steeped in superstition. In that historical context, reformers presented
a purified Buddhism as a highly rational religion consistent with modern En-
lightenment thought. Today, reformers continue to criticize the magical ele-
ments in Buddhism, as seen in their fervent condemnation of the “cult of
amulets.” But rather than focusing on how these elements are inconsistent with
modern rational thought, critics today focus on how these elements are indica-
tive of the effects of consumerism and global capitalism on Buddhism.

Although the critique of money making by Buddhist temples is certainly
not confined to the late twentieth century, postmodern critical discourses on
consumerism and the commercialization of Buddhism do nevertheless focus
on these trends within postmodern societies. Contemporary critics who de-
nounce the commercial activities of temples, such as the distribution of widely
advertised amulets, link the commercialization of religion to late capitalism,
not to an inherent tendency within the tradition to value wealth. In so doing,
these discourses enter into a larger public debate over religion and society in
the late twentieth- and early twenty-first centuries. In the case of the Dhammakaya
Temple, critics have used the controversy surrounding the Temple’s marketing
techniques as a means to critique the late capitalist consumer culture of con-
temporary Thailand. What is imperative for us to recognize is that these cri-
tiques of the effects of consumerism on religion and of the “commercialization
of religion” are also embedded within critical assessments of contemporary so-
ciety. The critics who condemn consumerism and the commercialization of re-
ligion have an agenda that extends beyond the simple analysis of religious
change in the modern world. Their critiques of contemporary Buddhism are
one component of a more comprehensive call for social, economic, and politi-
cal reform.



Conclusion

At first glance, the middle-aged businessman driving a luxury car seems to
have nothing in common with the young gas station worker. On the sur-
face, there are the obvious disparities in age, lifestyle and income, yet both
have a similar preoccupation with what the future holds in store . .. nei-
ther would leave home without donning their most treasured accessory—
a Jatukam amulet the size of a small coffee cup. Jatukam is the most
popular deity in Thailand today. His full name is Jatukam Ramathep and
his image can be seen almost everywhere—on amulets, coins and statu-
ettes, and even on incantation cloths.

—Nithinand Yorsaengrat, “Talismanic Tales,”

The Nation, February 11,2007.1

In 2007, the southern province of Nakorn Si Thammarat experienced an un-
usual financial boom. The dramatic increase in economic activity in the region
was the result of the mass production and distribution of Jatukam Ramathep
amulets that had become a new amulet craze throughout Thailand.? Police
Major-General Phantarak Rajadej had created the first Jatukam Ramathep
amulets over twenty years ago, but it was only upon his death at the age of 104
that the demand for the amulets would literally overcome the ancient southern
temple of Wat Mahatat, the temple that originally blessed and distributed the
amulets. Phantarak Rajadej was a well-respected police chief, but he was also a
Thai historian, politician, and a man reputed to possess magical powers, a fact
that may explain why over 200,000 people, including Crown Prince Vajiral-
ongkorn, attended his funeral. The amulets depicting an image of Jatukam Ra-
mathep, a guardian deity of an ancient Southern Thai kingdom, were distributed
at the funeral. Soon thereafter, stories began to propagate about the magical
abilities of the amulets, and crowds flocked to Wat Mahatat to receive the
amulets and have them blessed by monks. The popularity of the Jatukam Ra-
mathep amulets has led many other temples to produce them. In fact, a monu-
mental advertisement for the amulet was displayed in Bangkok on the side of
the Biyoke Tower, Thailand’s tallest building, which incidentally, is quite close
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to the area where the Dhammakaya Temple advertised the Mahathammakai
Chedi on a flashing billboard in 1998.

As with the popularity of other amulets, the cult of the Jatukam Rama-
thep amulets has served as an occasion for commentary on the place of amulets
in Thai Buddhism and on the state of Buddhism itself. In one report, Sulak
Sivaraksa stated, “They’ve lost their way. ... Monks are supposed to renounce
money. The teachings of the Buddha have been killed by the demonic religion
of consumerism.” Phra Phayom Kalyano, the abbot of Wat Suan Kaew and
student of Bhikkhu Buddhadasa, similarly argues that “materialism and amu-
lets have diverted people from the core of Buddha’s teaching ... This makes
Buddha’s teaching fade away.” To counter the craze for Jatukam amulets and
to highlight its absurdity, Phra Phayom started to sell Chatu Kham (literally,
Four Bites) cookies at Wat Suan Kaew.” These cookies resembled the Jatukam
Ramathep amulets in shape, size, and design, and their name bore an obvious
resemblance to that of the amulets.

One side of the cookie has Chatu Kham imprinted on it and the
Sanskrit letters “U - A - Ka - Sa” on the other side. The Sanskrit is
from a Buddhist teaching that to be wealthy one must be industri-
ous (uthansampatha); to save up what has honestly been earned
(arakkhasampatha); surround oneself with good friends who do
not lead one to vices (kalayanamitra) and have prudent spending
habits (samachivata).

Questioning the craze of the Jatukam talisman, and noting it was
not exactly compatible with the essence of Buddhism, Phra Payom
said his Chatu Kham cookies were a simple way to teach the Lord
Buddha’s teachings so that Thai people would be aware and refrain
from getting “unreasonably attached” to material wealth. ¢

The Chatu Kham cookies became so popular that Phra Phayom decided to
diversify his product line by distributing Jatukam T-shirts that encouraged
people to be industrious and save money.” The money from the sale of these
items, according to Phra Phayom, would go to the poor and temples in need.
'The popularity of Jatukam Ramathep amulets as sources of power, pro-
tection, and good fortune on the one hand, and the criticism of their commer-
cialization of Buddhism on the other, aptly demonstrate two radically different
orientations towards Buddhism, global capitalism, and consumer society. Cur-
rent debates concerning the Jatukam Ramathep phenomenon closely resemble
those involving the Dhammakaya Temple ten years ago. Both cases high-
light the presence of conflicting visions of Thai Buddhism in contemporary
Thai society, but there is one notable difference between the two cases. The
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Dhammakaya controversy emerged in the midst of the Asian economic crisis
when the value of the baht decreased by fifty percent and thousands of people
had lost their jobs. In contrast, the Jatukam Ramathep phenomenon, with its
stories of prosperity and security, evolved during a period of intense political
strife in the southern-most provinces of Thailand and a period of increased
insecurity over the effectiveness and legitimacy of the Thaksin government.
'The first context led to a nationwide condemnation of the Dhammakaya Tem-
ple’s wealth and marketing. The second context provided fertile ground for the
emergence of a new cult of prosperity and security. Both cases demonstrate
how Buddhist discourses on piety and wealth are historically contingent and
linked to broader issues of religious identity and authority at specific moments
in time.

This book advocates a method for viewing the relationship between
wealth and piety not in terms of identifying the orthodox Buddhist appraisal
of wealth and tracking consistencies and divergences, but rather in practical
terms—focusing instead on how Buddhists at a particular moment in time as-
sessed the relationship between wealth and piety. This approach entailed mov-
ing back and forth between two different, yet interrelated fields: the field of
'Theravada Buddhism, with its varying assessments of the role of wealth; and
the field of contemporary Thai Buddhism, in which disparate interpretations
of the relationship between wealth and piety have profound implications for
Buddhist identity, practice, and authority at the beginning of a new millen-
nium. The immense popularity and intense notoriety of the Dhammakaya
Temple—which exudes an aura of wealth, prosperity, and modernity—provided
the principal lens for viewing contrasting conceptions of Buddhism in con-
temporary Thailand. Chapter 2 presented the Dhammakaya Temple’s success-
ful merging of piety and prosperity in the 1980s and 1990s as a striking
example of the conflation of wealth and piety in the context of modern Thai-
land. During this economically prosperous period in Thailand’s history, the
Dhammakaya Temple grew to be one of the largest and wealthiest of temples
in Thailand, drawing over 200,000 practitioners to its events. At the same time,
we examined how this prosperous temple became embroiled in a national con-
troversy in 1998 and 1999 over its teachings, practices, and marketing tech-
niques. This was an instance in history when religious wealth stimulated debates
over the correlation of wealth with piety, the commercialization of Buddhism,
and the authority of religious elites.

While both the national and international press framed the controversy
as the story of a big temple gone bad, using characterizations strikingly similar
to those leveled against controversial churches and religious organizations in
America,® none of these reports delved into the more poignant question of
why the controversy became such an extensive public uproar in the late 1990s.
'The Dhammakaya Temple did not become rich overnight, nor was its building
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of the Mahathammakai Chedi its first large-scale project. Moreover, the
Theravada tradition has a long history of correlating piety with the creation
and construction of monumental pieces of Buddhist art and architecture, as
demonstrated in both its narratives and material culture. In 1998, however, the
Dhammakaya Temple’s correlations of wealth with piety and generous giving
with Buddhist monuments became the focus of a year-long controversy within
the public sphere. This was a period in Thai history when these aspects of
'Theravada religiosity became suspect and broadly controversial. It is not to say
that critics such as Prawase Wasi or Sulak Sivaraksa did not speak out against
the perceived excesses of the Dhammakaya Temple prior to 1997; rather, the
Asian economic crisis provided a cultural context conducive to public debates
over the correlation of wealth with piety.

For Buddhist reformers, debates over the Dhammakaya Temple’s wealth,
marketing techniques, and interpretations of nirvana highlighted the urgent
need for religious reform within the kingdom. One of the principal targets of
reform, as in the past, was the Thai sangha. Painting with broad brushes, critics
characterized the Dhammakaya Temple as an exemplar of all that was wrong
with the sangha in Thailand: monastic excess and the desire for prestige;
the commercialization of Buddhism through the “selling” of personal Phra
Dhammakaya images that promise material benefits; the distribution and mar-
keting of amulets that miraculously garner assets to those who possess them;
and the failure of the monastic power establishment to adequately redress such
decadence.” For Buddhist reformers, this critical portrayal of the Temple high-
lighted the urgent need for a restructuring of the monastic system in Thailand,
especially the centralization of authority within an outdated and impotent ec-
clesiastical institution. In a talk at Cornell University in 2000, Santikaro Bhik-
khu, an American monk and student of the late Bhikkhu Buddhadasa,
succinctly articulated this call for reform. He stated that the Dhammakaya
controversy “has ripped the bandages and scabs off the festering wounds in the
Institutional Thai Sangha.”'® For Santikaro Bhikkhu and other liberal-demo-
cratic-oriented Buddhist reformers, these wounds included the divide between
Mahanikai and Thammayutnikai monks, the ineffective and outdated bureau-
cratic structure of the religious administration, the increasing social irrelevance
and isolation of the religious establishment, and the low standards for monas-
tic training in Thailand. Because many of these reformers pointed to the forces
of modernization both within and outside of the sangha as the cause for the
current religious “crisis,” their calls for reform tended to take aim at the effects
of sangha modernization, especially the centralization of power in the Supreme
Patriarch and the Supreme Sangha Council as instituted in the Sangha Act
of 1962.11

Criticism of the current governing Sangha Act tends to increase as monas-
tic scandals and controversies occupy center stage within the media. Following
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a slew of sexual scandals in the mid-1990s, for instance, an amendment to the
Sangha Act was proposed in 1996 that sought to revise the role of the Supreme
Patriarch (making the role more symbolic), to increase the number of govern-
ing committees, and to empower authorities to censure errant monks more
quickly and effectively.? The Supreme Sangha Council itself co-opted the
language of reform in 2001 when it backed a bill that would have created an
Office of National Buddhism under the prime minister and a new organiza-
tion, the Maha Kanissorn, to handle administrative duties.®> Neither piece of
legislation was passed as differing factions within the sangha critiqued the
method and scope of reform encapsulated within the bills. But the call for re-
form continues.

While sangha reform occupies a principal place within reformist dis-
courses, the call for religious reform in contemporary Thailand encompasses
more than just monastic instruction and adherence to the Vinaya. Today, re-
formers in Thailand target Thai Buddhism itself as they lament a “crisis in
Buddhism” (wikrit phutsatsana). Just as new notions of Thai identity, Thai cul-
ture, and the Thai nation arose in the modern period, so too Thai Buddhism
became a category for fostering national consciousness and pride in the first
part of the twentieth century. Buddhism constituted one of the pillars of mod-
ern Thai civic religion along with cha# (the nation) and mabakesat (the king or
monarchy). King Wachirawut (Rama VI, r. 1910-1925) viewed Buddhism as
the foundation of moral order in society and of effective government.!* Thai
Buddhism, therefore, became not only a source of Thai national pride and of
'Thai national consciousness but also a barometer for assessing the state of Thai
society itself. Today, Buddhist reformers such as Sulak Sivaraksa, Phra Phaisan
Wisalo, and Phra Payutto point to the “crisis in Buddhism” as a sign of a larger
crisis in contemporary Thai society.15

As we assess these calls for reform and the place of the Dhammakaya
controversy within them, scholars of religion must be careful not to co-opt
reformist discourses within our own assessments of contemporary Thai Bud-
dhism.!® As Anne Blackburn convincingly argues in her examination of reform-
ist discourses in eighteenth-century Sri Lanka, contemporary historians of
Buddhism have often co-opted the Buddhist trope of decline and reform in
their analyses of Buddhist societies, failing to recognize the power and func-
tion of these tropes within reformist discourse.!” In the case of Sri Lanka,
Blackburn criticizes the argument made by some contemporary Theravada his-
torians, such as Richard Gombrich and Michael Carrithers, that Theravada
Buddhism has required cycles of “degeneration and reform” for its stability.

A close look at indigenous histories produced by Lankan Buddhists
connected with the Siyam Nikaya during the period of the order’s
formation clearly shows that modern historians of “traditional”



186 Nirvana for Sale?

Buddhism have erred in their understanding of these indigenous
narratives, and that the decline-and-revival (that is, degeneration-
and-reform) perspective that dominates eighteenth-century Bud-
dhist historiography is not evidence of essential continuity within
the Lankan Theravada. Rather, this decline-and-revival perspec-
tive signals a moment of profound change in Lankan Buddhism.
In this moment, monastic and lay elites linked to the Siyam Nikaya
altered the terms in which desirable and authoritative Buddhist
monasticism was understood.!®

We must be equally careful to historicize discourses on the “crisis in Buddhism”
in our analyses of contemporary Buddhism. Today, Buddhist reformers in
Thailand are lamenting what they perceive as a crisis in Buddhism—from the
sexual scandals of prominent monks to the commercialization of Buddhism."?
'This critical assessment of the state of Buddhism is couched within a particular
reading of the tradition at a particular moment in time. To proclaim that the
sangha is in a state of crisis is to contribute to the debate, not to foster under-
standing of the historical, political, or religious importance of such statements
within specific religious communities.?’

When we view Thai Buddhism as a site for critical thinking and debate
rather than as an expression of either authenticity or deviance, then we open
our analysis to disparate voices within the tradition.?! This perspective enables
us not only to acknowledge the diversity that exists within Thai Buddhism and
religion, but also allows us to examine how disparate voices vie with each other
for the power to define authentic Buddhist doctrine and practice. As Tessa
Bartholomeusz has effectively demonstrated with regard to competing dis-
courses of violence and pacifism in Sri Lanka,?? I contend that one of the most
relevant discussions in Thailand and around the world today concerns the rela-
tionship between Buddhism and notions of prosperity and simplicity. Some
Buddhist groups such as the Dhammakaya Temple, Soka Gakkai, and Foguang
Shan maintain the traditional linkages between wealth and piety but package
these linkages in ways that reflect the social values of postmodern societies.
Other Buddhists view these contemporary expressions of Buddhist piety as
deviant and corrupt, and therefore inherently un-Buddhist. Many of these
Buddhists champion the themes of simplicity and moderation in their con-
structions of authentic Buddhism, and offer this Buddhism as an antidote to
the rampant consumerism that is engulfing societies today.

In analyzing specific debates over the relationship between wealth and
piety, our task should not be to render judgment on whether a specific religious
group corrupts the tradition for material profit. Our task should be a critical
examination of the ways in which such debates reflect differing conceptions of
religiosity and identity at a new moment in history. Today, as religious groups
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operate in radically new sociocultural contexts, debates over wealth and piety
are proving to be a powerful lens for viewing religion in the contemporary
world. It is also the case that current debates over wealth and piety provide an
entrée into broader cultural debates over the benefits and limitations of global-
ization. There is no doubt that religion will figure into the reimaginings of
prosperity in the future as communities wrestle with the realities of climate
change, limited energy resources, global trade, mass migration, the ramifica-
tions of war, and radically new distributions of wealth.
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