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 Billboards to the side of major interstate highways turn our heads as we glimpse a larger-

than-life image of the Dalai Lama and a caption lauding his work toward “world peace.” We 

may wonder who this man is, and what is the wider religious perspective of the group of which 

he represents? And, why is the topic relevant? How may we, as Christians in the West, react to 

the emergence of the Eastern religions in our midst? 

 The Dalai Lama is a Tibetan Buddhist monk, considered the temporal head of a 

distinctive variety of Buddhism called Vajrayana. At the moment, Lamaism and similar Tantric 

strains perceived as highlighting sex as a “spiritual force” seem quite trendy in certain circles in 

Hollywood and beyond. But, the larger issue that confronts us here is the rise of such Oriental 

religions in general. How might the cause of Christ fare in the face of a radically different kind 

of spirituality from the East currently surfacing in our own culture? 

 To understand Buddhism, one must first understand its spiritual ancestor, Hinduism. 

Hinduism is the ancient faith of India. Its existence in some form can be traced back to at least as 

early as 1500 B.C. (Halverson, 87), roughly near the time of the Exodus. From what modern 

investigators can tell, thousands of years ago tribes located in the Northern Indus Valley were 

characterized by polytheistic ideas and occult practices. Invading armies from central Asia (the 

Aryans) in the second millennium B.C. introduced the Vedic religion and combined it with the 

beliefs and rituals of the earlier inhabitants. Despite the insistence of standard works on 

comparative religions that monotheism (belief in one God) grew out of more ancient polytheistic 

ideas, evidence suggests that the more primitive form of the Vedic religion revered a Supreme 

Being from whom the other gods were conceived as mere manifestations (Custance, 164). In 

fact, across the board, the most reliable evidence vindicates the biblical account that explains 

polytheism as a later corruption of the original monotheism of the Garden of Eden (Anderson, 

114-118). 

 Modern Hinduism embraces such a variety of rites and creeds as to make it impossible to 

pin it down precisely. It is a syncretistic religion, meaning that it accommodates a number of 
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different concepts, some of which actually contradict one another. Frustrating our ability to 

comprehend Hinduism’s “theology” is its readiness to be satisfied with the tension in these 

antithetical concepts of what is ultimately real. For the Eastern mind, the law of non-

contradiction may not apply to God. Both as Christians and as logical thinkers, we instinctively 

believe that a decision must be made between these contradictory notions of God. He is either 

personal or He is not.   

 In Hinduism, there is the belief that the physical world itself is mere illusion (maya), an 

ultimate projection of the human psyche. Paradoxically, the human psyche itself is not of a 

separate individual, but is a mere node or point in the ultimate reality of one substance. Since 

everything is finally one thing, even evil itself is but an illusion and is simply the result of human 

ignorance (Griffiths, 86). 

 Perhaps better known in our hemisphere is the Hindu notion of the law of karma, the 

belief that every action in this life has consequences for envisioned future reincarnations in the 

endless wheel of life and death (samsara). Salvation (moksha) is thus conceived as liberation 

from illusion and from this endless cycle, the final resolution of all karmas (Guthrie, 48). Since 

every living thing is thought of as the reincarnation of another living entity, the infamous caste 

system has pervaded Indian culture for centuries, given the notion that some lives are more 

valuable than others as per their proximity or distance to the point of resolving their karmic debt 

(Smith, 64-68). 

 Hinduism’s religious offshoot, Buddhism, arose in the sixth century B.C. as a conscious 

reaction to the rigid caste system. As a reform movement led by Siddhartha Gautama (563-483 

B.C.), Buddhism eventually would morph into the distinctive religion that now enjoys more 

influence outside of India than in its homeland. Divided into two principal camps of Theravada 

(more conservative) and Mahayana (more liberal) Buddhism, the religion practiced by millions 

of adherents worldwide is exceedingly diverse.   

 The bedrock message of Buddhism is pessimistic—human existence consists of suffering 

(dukkha) caused by desire (tanha). The cure for suffering is cessation of desire cultivated by 

enlightenment. Once desire is conquered, a person may finally enjoy a life of inner peace.  

The influence of such Eastern thought on the contemporary West has been enormous. As of 

2008, estimates show that nearly 3 million Hindus live in the United States. But of greater impact 
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has been the East’s rejection of logical antithesis as a way of conceptualizing religious beliefs. 

Writing of the famous Swami Vivekananda (who in 1893 made a splash at the Conference on 

World Religions in Chicago by castigating alleged offenses of Christianity against Hinduism), 

philosopher Ravi Zacharias observes: “His thoughts and ideas were to open the doors of 

universities across the country, and a century later this inaccurate use of religious history and 

thought still prevails in religious discourse” (Zacharias, 73-74). As many as 25-30 million 

Americans may have been influenced by Buddhism, though most are not outright practitioners 

(Wuthnow & Cage, 365). 

 Christians should be informed about such faiths in order to avoid falling into their subtle 

traps. If we are seduced into eliminating the basic laws of logic such as non-contradiction, there 

will really be nothing else left to say. (However, if a Hindu or Buddhist evaluates another 

religion as either “tolerant” or not, he thereby invokes this basic law of thought, despite all his 

protests to the contrary.) In stark contrast to the soft logic and aggressive pluralism of the East, 

Christ declared, “I am the way, and the truth, and the life; no one comes to the Father but through 

me” (John 14:6, NASB).  

 History is not cyclical, but linear. Sin is not ignorance, but the violation of the will of a 

personal God. Suffering is not illusion, but the real result of sin. Instead of pessimism, Christ 

gives hope. Instead of a ceaseless law of karma, Christ completely forgives those who believe 

and obey Him. Rather than an eternal wheel of successive reincarnations, Christ preached 

resurrection and judgment at the end of time (John 5:28-29). 

 The principal problem with the faiths of the East is the same as that of every religion on 

Earth other than pure Christianity—a failure to grasp both the enormity of sin and the absolute 

necessity of a personal Savior, simultaneously human and divine, who can pay our debt of guilt. 

Salvation cannot be attained by enlightenment or good deeds. It is only by God’s grace as told in 

the old, old story.  
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