








the same thing but which provides him with a sharper antithesis to that rejection 
of self which he has just described as one of the major defining characteristics of 
Buddhism. As I have shown, however, the experience of the self as burdensome 
is not necessarily a bad thing, so that the appeal of Buddhism in England need not 
be ruled out in view of the Buddha’s rejection of self. Mellor switches to 
‘attachment’ at this point simply as a means of emphasizing the unlikelihood of 
Buddhism appealing in England and to pave the way for his contention that some 
English Buddhists have adopted it for reasons connected with the un-Buddhistic 
idea that a person’s self is their principal burden. Having asserted that the 
contemporary attachment to self ought to rule out the appeal of Buddhism in 
England, he therefore continues, with apparent candour: ‘This is not so; neither is 
it generally the case that it has been adopted by a small group of people rebelling 
against this contemporary emphasis on self, though this is clearly true in some 
instances. Buddhism has had a much more sophisticated interaction with English 
culture.’ 

What this more sophisticated interaction is we shall see shortly. Just now it is 
important for us to take a closer look at how people in Britain actually come to 
‘adopt’ Buddhism. From the fact that for him the contemporary attachment to self 
ought to rule out the appeal of Buddhism in England, and that he would have 
expected it, apparently, to be adopted generally by people rebelling against the 
contemporary emphasis on self, it is clear that Mellor tends to see the appeal of 
Buddhism in predominantly intellectual terms. Academic that he is, he sees 
people as adopting Buddhism for a single clear-cut reason, whether because it 
rejects self or whether because, as mistakenly supposed by those for whom the 
self is their principal burden, it does not reject self. But this is not really the case. 
On the basis of more than a quarter of a century’s continuous experience of 
British Buddhism, I can assert that people adopt Buddhism for many different 
reasons and in many different ways, not all of them rational, and not all of them 
very direct or very clear. Some adopt it for intellectual reasons, some for 
emotional reasons, and some for practical reasons. Some adopt it because they 
want to deepen their experience of meditation, others because they are attracted 
by the personality of a particular Buddhist teacher, and yet others because they 
like the atmosphere of a particular Buddhist centre or group. Some even adopt it 
as a result of reading a book by Lobsang Rampa, or after seeing a Bruce Lee film. 
There are even people who adopt Buddhism because they are drawn by the 
Buddha’s rejection of self, like the young woman, a university student, who once 
came on an early FWBO retreat. Whether she was a rebel against the 
contemporary emphasis on self I cannot say, but in the course of the retreat she 
told me that she had always been attracted by the anatta doctrine and that she 
had just realized why she was attracted by it. She was attracted by it because she 
hated herself and liked to think that she did not really exist. 

People in fact adopt Buddhism (which is not necessarily the same thing as Going 
for Refuge to the Three Jewels) for a hundred different reasons, from the sublime 
to the silly and from the simplest to the most complex. Perhaps the commonest 
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reason for their adopting it is that they are dissatisfied with themselves, or with 
life, or even that, in Karl Jaspers’s phrase, they ‘feel ill and suffer from their 
psychic state’. This does not mean that they are consciously ‘attached’ to self in 
Mellor’s sense, that is, attached to it in a way that in view of the Buddha’s 
rejection of self rules out the appeal of Buddhism. What it means is that they 
experience a sensation of lack, of there being something missing, and that out of 
this sensation they go searching, with varying degrees of determination and 
clarity, for that missing something, or at least are on the lookout for it from time to 
time. Not that they necessarily know what they are searching for, or have much 
idea where it is to be found; quite often they do not think of it as being ‘religious’ 
in nature at all, much less that it could possibly be connected with an ‘eastern’ 
religion like Buddhism. But sooner or later, in one way or other, such people 
come in contact with Buddhism, and having come in contact with it they feel, 
sometimes immediately, that the missing something has been found and that the 
sensation of lack is no longer there. This is, of course, only the beginning. Though 
what was missing has been found, the finders still have to take possession of it, or 
rather, have to allow it to take possession of them, a process which besides being 
a lengthy one entails painful conflicts between the mundane and the spiritual, 
attachment to self and rejection of self. 

Mellor understands nothing of all this. Having singled out rejection of self as one 
of the major defining characteristics of Buddhism, he sees the religion as having 
been adopted, in England, by two different groups of people. There are those 
who are rebelling against the contemporary emphasis on self and there are those 
who are not rebelling against it, the latter apparently being very much in the 
majority. Thus it is that, according to Mellor, ‘the idea that a person’s self is their 
principal burden has come to characterize certain areas of English Buddhism 
more than the traditional rejection of self.’ This is his ‘more sophisticated’ 
interaction of Buddhism with English culture, though presumably it is not so 
much the interaction itself which he regards as sophisticated as his own analysis 
of it. Not that he is unaware of the danger of over-stating his case. ‘While it would 
be an over-exaggeration to assert that Buddhism in England can be understood 
exclusively as a participant in this personalizing trend,’ he continues smoothly, 
‘it would also be misleading to avoid confronting the continuities between 
English Buddhism and wider western trends, just because of our abstract 
perceptions of Buddhist doctrine.’ Very true. But it would be no less misleading if 
on account of our abstract perceptions of Buddhist doctrine, and our ignorance of 
certain areas of English Buddhism, we were to imagine continuities where none 
really exist. Mellor concludes this section of his article with the statement: ‘The 
religious and cultural context of English society must remain at the forefront of 
any study of the development of Buddhism in this country.’ Indeed it must, 
except that one should not speak of the development of Buddhism in England as 
though it was synonymous with the development of Buddhism in Britain. 
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Protestantism and Buddhism 

Having established, to his own satisfaction, that the contemporary emphasis on 
self has diminished the significance of religious tradition, and that the idea that a 
person’s self is his principal burden has come to characterize ‘certain areas’ of 
English Buddhism more than the traditional Buddhist rejection of self, Mellor is 
free to engage with his principal topic: the relationship between Protestantism, 
Modernism, and Culture, on the one hand, and Buddhism on the other. As we 
shall see, the Protestantism with which Mellor is concerned is, apparently, liberal 
Protestantism, and he approaches the relationship between Protestantism in this 
sense and English Buddhism via a brief consideration of the personalistic view of 
religion and the idea that there is a Buddhist ‘essence’ distinct from Eastern 
cultures. From liberal Protestantism it is, of course, only a short step to English 
Buddhism and to the question of why English Buddhists, when they criticize 
Christianity, direct their criticisms against Roman Catholicism rather than 
against Protestantism, and this in turn leads Mellor to his first direct comparison 
between the English Sangha and the FWBO – a comparison which involves, 
unfortunately, a serious misrepresentation of the FWBO’s views in respect of 
several important issues. 

1 ‘In the light of the cultural and philosophical trends affecting religion today,’ 
Mellor declares, ‘an effort should be made to stand apart from the view which 
characterizes religion in exclusively personalistic terms. We might take the view 
that religion is not, primarily, a private and personal matter.’ Indeed we might, 
though Mellor does not particularize the cultural and philosophical trends 
affecting religion today, nor explain why an effort should be made to stand apart 
from the view which characterizes religion in exclusively personalistic terms. I 
myself take the view that religion is an individual matter, though I would not care 
to say that it was primarily an individual matter without first of all going into the 
question of what ‘primary’ means. Religion is an individual matter that has a 
subjective aspect, represented for instance by faith, prayer, and meditation, and 
an objective aspect, represented for instance by ethics, ritual, and myth. In 
Buddhist terms, the individual-in-relation-to-Buddhahood subjectively goes for 
Refuge to the Three Jewels and objectively manifests the Bodhichitta or (Cosmic) 
Will to Enlightenment, which latter is the other-regarding, altruistic dimension of 
the act of Going for Refuge and involves the practice of the six (or ten) paramitas 
or ‘perfections’. For me religion is both private and personal and objective and 
public because the individual himself is both subject and object, both soul and 
citizen, and I would not dream of characterizing it in purely personalistic terms. 
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So much is this the case, that normally I do not speak of the subjective aspect of 
religion as the private and personal aspect, and have done so on this occasion 
only because Mellor does. For me the word private, especially as occurring in the 
phrase ‘private and personal’, has connotations of exclusivity and self-
indulgence which render its use in connection with religion quite unacceptable. 
(Within the FWBO it was debated, a few years ago, whether Order members were 
entitled to a private life in the sense of one exempt from ethical scrutiny by their 
peers. There was general agreement that they were not.) 

Nonetheless, Mellor seems to think that the FWBO does not stand apart from the 
view which characterizes religion in exclusively personalistic terms and that it 
takes the view that religion is, primarily, a private and personal matter. This quite 
gratuitous assumption serves to introduce what is, in fact, an astonishing non 
sequitur. ‘The FWBO, for example [sic!], might believe that a Buddhist “essence” 
can be distilled from the eastern cultures and traditions in which it has been 
located until the recent past, but we cannot accept this idea uncritically. We 
should note that this position demonstrates certain continuities with Protestant 
perspectives.’ The FWBO’s belief that there is a Buddhist essence is thus 
contrasted with the inability of Mellor and his sociologist friends to accept this 
idea uncritically. No attempt is made to ascertain the grounds of the FWBO’s 
‘belief’. The contrasting of the two in this invidious fashion smacks, in fact, more 
of rhetoric than philosophy, and need be taken no more seriously than Mellor’s 
assertion that the belief or idea that there is a Buddhist ‘essence’ demonstrates 
continuities with his now familiar ‘Protestant perspectives’. All the same, 
whether accepted critically or uncritically, the idea that there is a Buddhist 
‘essence’ is a crucial one, and I would like to offer a few common-sense 
observations on it before dealing with Mellor’s remaining comments on the view 
that religion is essentially a personal, private matter. 

The idea that there is an ‘essence of Buddhism’ is not a new one. Books have been 
written with this title, including a small but seminal one by D.T. Suzuki. The fact 
is, that however suspect it may be in the ultimate metaphysical sense, the idea 
that every existent thing has its own distinctive essence is a necessary 
presupposition of all discourse. Before we can discourse on a thing we must 
define it. Discourse implies definition. According to the dictionary, to define is to 
‘set forth [the] essence of’ a thing (Concise Oxford), or ‘2. to describe the nature, 
properties, or essential qualities’ of a thing (Collins). Thus when Mellor speaks of 
the rejection of self as ‘one of the major defining characteristics of Buddhism,’ he 
is in fact recognizing that Buddhism can be defined and, therefore, that it has an 
essence. Not that he is really disposed to question the idea that there is an ‘essence 
of Buddhism’. All he wants to do, in this connection, is to make the point that 
unlike the credulous FWBO he is unable to accept the idea that Buddhism has an 
essence uncritically. 

An essence is an essence of something. A Buddhist essence is the essence of 
‘Buddhist’ culture and tradition, in which it is ‘located’. Like the rejection of self, 
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some elements in that culture and tradition may be major defining characteristics 
of Buddhism, and some may be minor defining characteristics. Other elements 
may not be defining characteristics at all, or may even be the contradictories of 
those characteristics. In other words, though a Buddhist essence is the essence of 
‘Buddhist’ culture and tradition it is not necessarily present equally in all 
elements of that culture and tradition, and in the case of some elements may be 
entirely absent. The FWBO’s belief that a Buddhist ‘essence’ can be distilled from 
the eastern cultures and traditions in which it has been located amounts to no 
more than the belief that it is possible to distinguish, within those cultures and 
traditions, between elements which are defining characteristics of Buddhism, 
whether major or minor, and those which are not. It amounts to the belief that it is 
possible to distinguish, within eastern ‘Buddhist’ cultures and traditions, 
between elements in which a Buddhist essence is present, to a greater or a lesser 
degree, and elements in which it is not present. 

Mellor’s inability to appreciate the grounds for the FWBO’s ‘belief’ that there is 
an essence of Buddhism may not be unconnected with his failure to distinguish 
between Buddhism and the Dharma. He appears to be entirely unaware, 
throughout his article, that the modern Western term Buddhism is not 
interchangeable with the ancient Indian term Dharma or Dhamma and its 
Chinese and Tibetan equivalents, just as he appears to be unaware that the term 
religion cannot be applied to Buddhism uncritically or without reflection. In 
order to show the difference between ‘Buddhism’ and ‘the Dharma’ one has only 
to ask a question like, ‘Is the practice of drinking alcohol an element of the 
Dharma/Buddhism?’ Drinking alcohol is not an element of the Dharma because 
mindfulness, or recollection, is one of the defining characteristics of the Dharma 
and drinking alcohol is not conducive to mindfulness. In the drinking of alcohol 
the Dharma is not present (though some Vajrayanists would argue that it is). On 
the other hand, drinking alcohol may be an element of Buddhism in the sense of 
being an element in a certain ‘Buddhist’ culture and tradition, though it would be 
an element in which a Buddhist essence cannot be located. Thus there is a 
difference between ‘Buddhism’ and ‘the Dharma’, though the essence of 
Buddhism and the Dharma may be regarded as identical, the Dharma (-Vinaya) 
itself being described by the Buddha in teachings such as that given to Maha 
Pajapati, the Gotamid, in the Vinaya-Pitaka or ‘Book of the Discipline’.23 

For Mellor Buddhism is, apparently, all the elements in ‘Buddhist’ cultures and 
traditions, whether a Buddhist essence is present in those elements or not. For 
him Buddhism is really no more than a culture. So successful is he in his own 
effort to stand apart from the view which characterizes religion in exclusively 
personalistic terms that, going to the other extreme, he ends up characterizing it 
in exclusively social terms. Having invited us to note that the FWBO’s belief that a 
Buddhist ‘essence’ can be distilled from the eastern cultures and traditions in 
which it has been located, he therefore continues, invoking yet another of his 
mentors: ‘As Jacob Neusner has pointed out, a major problem in the study of 
religion is that Protestant perspectives have combined with a post­
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Enlightenment scientific tradition to present religion as essentially a personal, 
private matter rather than an issue of culture.’ From this he concludes: ‘In 
studying contemporary religious change we are unlikely to be very sensitive to 
competing understandings of the nature of religion, or much else, if we share the 
same prejudices as one of our objects of study.’ Which means, being interpreted, 
that the FWBO is prejudiced, because it takes the view that religion is, primarily, 
a private and personal matter! Mellor himself, of course, is free from prejudice. 

2 A Christian scholar who has written extensively on Indian religions notes (as 
Mellor would say) that ‘an elementary rule of methodology proscribes 
formulating a judgement on anything in categories foreign to it.’24 The category 
Protestant is certainly foreign to Buddhism, yet despite having obtained his Ph.D. 
for a thesis dealing with problems of theory and method in the study of 
contemporary religion Mellor has no hesitation in describing certain 
characteristics that are significant factors in English Buddhism as Protestant 
characteristics. ‘If we are to accept that certain Protestant characteristics are 
significant factors in English Buddhism,’ he says, ‘as I suggest we must, we are 
faced with the problem of knowing how to label this new religious form [i.e. 
English Buddhism] and the differentiations within it.’ Not only does he 
formulate his judgement on English Buddhism in a category foreign to it; he 
‘suggests’ that we must do this. True, he then asks: ‘Is it legitimate to talk of 
Protestant Buddhism?’ but like jesting Pilate he stays not for an answer, 
launching instead into a semi-critique of Ninian Smart’s new ‘pan-religious 
protestantism’ to which I shall return. It would seem, however, that in some 
scholarly circles it is legitimate to talk of Protestant Buddhism. Chapter 6 of 
Gomrich and Obeyesekere’s Buddhism Transformed: Religious Change in Sri Lanka 
is headed ‘Protestant Buddhism’, though here the Buddhism so categorized is 
not English Buddhism but the ‘modernist’ Buddhism of Sri Lanka which 
Anagarika Dharmapala is regarded as exemplifying. It is also legitimate, it would 
seem, to talk of Puritan Buddhism, and even of a Puritan Buddha, as John Stevens 
does in Lust for Enlightenment: Buddhism and Sex. Soon it will be legitimate to talk 
of Quaker Buddhism, Evangelical Buddhism, Anglican Buddhism, Primitive 
Methodist Buddhism, and Hard-shell Baptist Buddhism. For all I know, some 
scholars are doing this already. 

But to return to Smart’s ‘new pan-religious protestantism’. Mellor is not 
altogether happy with this. We should be very dubious, he thinks, about the 
evolutionary framework of Smart’s position, and about that position’s implicit 
approval of a trend which is envisaged as sweeping away all the ‘external 
organisation and rituals of religion’, as well as unpalatable dogmas and 
doctrines. Nevertheless Mellor finds Smart’s analysis of religious history useful. 
Among other things, in such an analysis ‘it is possible to elucidate the specific 
character of English Buddhism in the light of an awareness of this liberal 
Protestant trend.’ Thus from categorizing English Buddhism as Protestant he 
passes, without comment, to categorizing it as liberal Protestant. He also passes 
from describing ‘significant factors’ in English Buddhism to elucidating its 
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new vision/The new dawn, the new day.’ I quote this poem at the end of ‘My 
Relation to the Order’, the paper I produced for the twenty-second anniversary of 
the Western Buddhist Order. In case Mellor chances to see this paper and accuses 
me of expressing, in the poem, sentiments at variance with what I say above 
about my not believing the new to be by definition better than the old I should 
like to explain myself. ‘New’ is not necessarily the opposite of ‘old’. It can also 
indicate that which does not really belong to the temporal order and which is, 
therefore, neither old nor new. Thus it is possible to distinguish between the 
vertically new and the horizontally new, as we may term them, the vertically new 
being that which has no connection with time but which irrupts into, or manifests 
within, the temporal process, from another dimension, while the horizontally 
new is simply that which is unprecedented in time. The vertically new may be 
signalized by an upper case initial letter, leaving the horizontally new 
unsignalized in this way. What is New may, of course, also be new, but it is not 
New because it is new. It is New because it is New. When I wish, in my poem, that 
I might speak in a new voice, communicating new things and celebrating ‘The 
new horizon, the new vision / The new dawn, the new day,’ the new to which I 
refer is the New, not the new. Its affinities are not so much with the ‘Make it new’ 
of Ezra Pound as with the ‘Behold, I make all things new’ of the Apocalypse. 

1 For Mellor, as we have seen, ‘a modernist perspective is one which coerces 
historical phenomena into an evolutionary, singular narrative where the modern 
constantly supersedes, and therefore makes irrelevant, the traditional and the 
orthodox’. Whether or not this is the case, Mellor certainly tries to force the 
FWBO into a modernist perspective, i.e. into the general framework of 
modernism. ‘The FWBO uses what are recognizably modernist narratives and 
appears to embrace enthusiastically the personalist understanding of religious 
significance which developed in liberal Protestantism. In fact, these two 
perspectives come together in Sangharakshita’s assertion that Buddhism affirms 
“individual rather than collective values”, corresponding to and coinciding with 
“the upper reaches of the total evolutionary process”. Subhuti also talks of the 
“suprahistorical”, “upward surge of the individual”.’ That the FWBO does not 
embrace ‘the personalist understanding of religious significance’, whether 
enthusiastically or otherwise, has already been made clear (vide supra, pp.27 et 
seq.), so that there is no question of its sharing the modernist perspectives that 
‘relegate religion from a socially significant, institutional level to a private, 
personal sphere’ and no question of its being, like liberal Protestantism, ‘happier 
to see it there’. Still less is there any question of the FWBO sharing the point of 
view of Wilfred Cantwell Smith who, according to Mellor, argues that there is no 
such thing as ‘religion’, only ‘a vital personal faith’. 

Since the FWBO does not embrace liberal Protestantism’s personalist 
understanding of religious significance it is difficult to see how the two 
perspectives, the personalist and the modernist, could ‘come together in 
Sangharakshita’s assertion that Buddhism affirms “individual rather than 
collective values”, corresponding to and coinciding with “the upper reaches of 
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the total evolutionary process”.’ The individual values to which I refer are not 
private and personal values; they are the values proper to (true) individuals and 
the spiritual community (i.e. the community of [true] individuals) as distinct 
from the values of group members and the group. The nature of the difference 
between the spiritual community and the group, and between group members 
and those who are (true) individuals, as well as the nature of the consciousness or 
awareness that characterizes the spiritual community as such, is discussed in the 
very section of the History from which Mellor purports to quote, as are the social 
or communal, higher-evolutionary, and cosmic contexts in which the 
individual’s Going for Refuge takes place. This discussion Mellor completely 
ignores. He takes one phrase from the third page of this section, another from the 
fourth, reverses the order in which they occur in my text, and strings them 
together in a ‘quotation’ he then proceeds to treat as evidence of my holding 
views diametrically opposed to those I actually do hold. Thus he not only tries to 
force the FWBO into a modernist perspective; in order to accommodate my views 
within his own preconceived notions about the FWBO he goes so far as to 
truncate what I have written. Presumably this Procrustean procedure is what he 
understands by methodology. 

Whether or not this is the case, Mellor’s determination to see the FWBO as a form 
of ‘Protestant Buddhism’ and as demonstrating, therefore, continuities with both 
liberal Protestantism and modernism, is truly remarkable. What is the reason for 
this determination? Reluctant as I am to ascribe motives, in the absence of any 
objective grounds for his (distorted) perception of the FWBO I have no 
alternative but to assume that the grounds are subjective and that, whether he 
recognizes it or not, Mellor’s attitude towards the FWBO is controlled by a 
hidden agenda of the type to which I referred in connection with his failure to 
distinguish between the horizontally transpersonal and the vertically 
transpersonal (vide supra, p.22). That this may well be so is indicated by the fact that 
his ‘quotations’ from Subhuti and myself are immediately succeeded by the 
complaint that, in this ‘evolutionary structure’ of ours, ‘Christianity has played 
its part in the development of the individual (from a lower level of consciousness) 
but has now been superseded by the higher path of Buddhism.’ There’s the rub, it 
would seem. ‘Christianity is now a danger to the individual who wants to 
develop. To support this view, the FWBO can use both modernist secularization 
narratives and liberal Protestant Christian complaints about Roman Catholicism. 
Both support the idea that the world is evolving in a particular direction which 
leaves traditional Christianity behind.’ Let us see to what extent Mellor’s 
complaint is justified and whether the FWBO does, in fact, use modernist 
secularization narratives and liberal Protestant Christian complaints about 
Roman Catholicism to support its (alleged) view that Christianity is a danger to 
the individual who wants to develop. But first a few words about the total 
evolutionary process, i.e. about the other of the two perspectives that according 
to Mellor come together in my assertion that ‘Buddhism affirms “individual 
rather than collective values”, corresponding to and coinciding with “the upper 
reaches of the total evolutionary process”.’ 
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