SINHALA BUDDHISM, SECULARISM AND
POLITICAL CULTURE

H.L. Seneviratne

I n his column ou religions intolernnce (Sunduy Island

March 4, 2004) Mr Malinda Senevitaine has written
enthusiastically of the attempl by & gang monks (o capture stare
powerand establish a Bucddiist state. The prospect of that happening
fertunately are negligible bul that does nothing 1o erase the absurdiry
of Mr Seneviratne’s statenients. According to hlm Bishop Oswald
Gemis, indeed every Cutholic, 1s a citizen of the Vatican. and lives
under the authority of the Pope, This is an insult to patriotic St
Lankans (and citizens of other countries) who happen to he
Cathulics.

Mr Senevirame’s real problem is not the Bishop even though he
bares his fangs at the latter, bul the concept of seculirism,
Fundamnentalisis, irrespective of whether they are Christian, Jawish,
Muslim, Buddhist or Hindw, want religion o caphire state power
st Lhial they can the more brutully oppress and discriminate agamst
members ol other religious groups. Tn an anempt to show that there
15 w0 seculuriim in Englond, Mr Seneviratne makes 8 list of what
ho thinks are relutiuns botween the British state and the Chureh of
England, little reglizing (hat these are ceremonial relics of a past
with no meaning [n present duy political reality.

It 1 the unique achicvement of the Christian tradition that it was
tible to integrate its cthical imperatives into the pattern of behaviour
of ity adherents. This did nol Lippen in the Buddhist tradition, as
clearly demonstrated in our day w day experience —wé pay lip service
tw high Buddhist morals but we do not practise therm. This is not tn
suy that every Cluistin practises the ethical content of his religion,
although the five Buddhist precepts are more adhered (o in westam
Cliristian democracies than in this Buddhist “punya bhursi™ What 1
mcafl o suy 18 that the generpl siandsrds of personal condus! and
public aceountalility ure far higher in the Chiistian democtacies than
in this so called home of “pure Buddhism™. And one corallary of
those high standards is the separation of church and state.

Buddhism is a universalist ethical religion, hut we have
pirochialised and ritualized i, What we practice 15 “Sinhala
Buddhism™, and not the Buddha’s Dharsmi, the essence and first
step of which §s sila, Sila |5 not sitling under & tree wearing the
south Indian costume known as the national dress, butl Iving & life
of decency and civility by disciplining oheselfwithin, and notheing
a nuisance o others, "Sinhals Buddhism® {5 an integral part of the
Sinhala Jutika Cimanaya. Another component of the Sinhala Jatika

Cintanaya 15 the Sinhals polineal cintanaya, past and pregent, with
lawlessness and violence as central motifs. One look at the national
chronicte Mahavamsa will reveal that paiace intrigie wus the norm
n succession: We owe the loss of kingship, & valuable social
institution, not o the British but to the treéacherous culture of
Kandyan polities, Our calture and cintanaya were subject to o brief
spell of colonial domination during which our socieny acccpted
enlightened medarn ideas, one of which is secularism. Bul, starting
from 1936, the disastrous year that marks the beginning of the
country’s path te muin, we have compromused the principle of
secularizm, and allowed religion o enter the state arena,
culminating in the enshnnement Buddhism in the constilution, and
the catablishbment of'a Mimusiry of Buddhism.

Yo Buddhist fundomeniniists are preedy for more, and never vesse
b comiplainof conspimcies 1o destroy Buddhism. In reahity, “Sinhala
Ruddhism™ replete with its murderous political culture, is hale and
hearty. The nature of Sinhals Buddhsst politica’ culture is particalarly
evident in the projective situation of the recent peneral clection whers,
o give one non-murdergus exampie, anly five candidates out of
over five thousand have conformed to the legal requirement of
declaring their sssets and liablines. All five are UNE candidaies.
This 1 an asfonishmg disregard of the law by future liwmakers, end
o Buddhist activist seems to be bothered about it

If Budldhsst uetivists and Buddhist monks want to be of use to the
nation, there are mumatous ways in which they can be so, The
Vidyoulayvs monks of the 1944s showed this by their dedicated
afforts to help (he rural masses through a programmie of rursl
development, Muking Buddhizm the de facto state telizion 15 not
o sen that losters the national interest. Tt {5 0 waste of scarce
resources and, in a multi-religious state, itis incongruousand unfiir,

“Buddhism™ in the sense of the Buddha's noble Dhamma does
not nead preservers or preservalives, It 1s an autonomous bedy of
knowledge safely emsbmned in books, and other recorditas, iost
recently on the web. Before the wide use of writing, the Dhamna
was pamnstakingly committed to memory by monks who thereby
preserved i1 [ur posterity. For this ardupug and heroie task,
hurmanking i gratelul, but the eredit for that goes 1o the uncient
monks who actually performad thig pable 125k, and not 5 those
present day robe-wearers who claim loudly that they are the
preservers of Buddhism and gunrdian deities of the mation, .
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