RELIGION EXPERTS COLUMN
This is my response to this week’s question of Ask The Religion Experts, a feature in the Sunday Ottawa Citizen. Questions are
the editor’s. All responses are available on the Citizen’s online blog for the feature. We invite you to consider this response and
share your own. It is our hope this will generate some thoughtful discussion of the real-life applications of Buddhadharma and
deeper understanding for us all.

Sunday, October 30, 2011
:What role does music play in your faith?

Q
A

: In Buddhist countries, religious
practice and cultural activities are
so intertwined that it is impossible
to distinguish them. As in any world culture,
music, in various forms, is a vital part of
Buddhist cultural and religious expression. East
Asian music is no less an expression of faith. As
Buddhism moved West it enriched musical
expression across many genres. From Joni
Mitchell’s Both Sides Now to the majesty of
Phillip Glass or simplicity of John Cage, Buddhist
lyrical themes and structural elements have
found a place in Western culture too.
Most Asian faiths acknowledge the profound
role of music in spiritual life, less than as
entertainment. Sound is a spiritual energy.
Therefore, vocal expression, usually
accompanied by some instrumentation,
especially in a chanting form, is central to both
lay and clerical Buddhist practice. As Zen
teacher, Norman Fischer, recalls, it was the
sound rather than the literal meaning of the
Heart Sutra which inspired his faith.
Many Buddhist schools view vocalization as
integral to the inter-penetration of the finite
and the infinite. Take Kwan Yin and Amitabha,
two of the most important religious figures in
Asian Buddhism. They express themselves
through the medium of sound. Kwan Yin, the
presence of compassion, is known as “She who
hears our cries”. When we call out in prayer,
chanting, song or merely in distress, it is her
compassionate presence that hears us.

Amitabha, the Buddha of Infinite Life, is widely
known as “The Voice That Calls”. His song and
comforting voice is endlessly available to call us
towards our spiritual goals.
Several Asian Buddhist-informed musical forms
are recognizable to Westerners. The rousing
rhythms of taiko drumming, the haunting
delicacy of the shakuhachi flute, the chaos of
Tibetan cymbal, drum and horns. Fewer people
know of the Buddhist singing style called
shomyo, which appears in Japanese religious
practice.
Finally, Buddhism has elaborated that oftforgotten element of any musical expression,
silence. Buddhism, in particular, the Zen
tradition, has taught us to recognize, value and
pay attention to the omnipresence of silence,
without which no tone could be heard, no
rhythm held and no subtleties perceived. ..
gratitude.
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