PART 4 - THE FOUNDER
INTRODUCTION
Our traditions both had historical beginnings
and centre on the life and teaching of a
single founder - Jesus and Shakyamuni. Over
the centuries we have related to these
people in different and similar ways. This
dialogue focuses on the ways we have
described the founder.
In examining these images we also reflect on
who we are as followers. A teacher has
students, a master has servants. By
understanding this relationship, we can not
only view our image of the founder, but learn
what we are called to as followers.

In this dialogue I will comment on the three
most common images of Shakyamuni teacher/master, the Great Physician, and his
own claimed title - “buddha”
When Shakyamuni rose from his
transformative meditation beneath the Bo
Tree, he was soon met by a stranger. The
stranger was confused and probably a little
alarmed by this figure who walked with such
ease and is said to have glowed. He asked
Shakyamuni “what are you? And
Shakyamuni replied, “I am Buddha” This is
our first instruction and in it he establishes
an entirely new tradition based on an
entirely new way of understanding human
experience.
We must first explain that Buddha is not a

name, title or rank. Unlike the Christian titles
“christ” or ‘messiah”, it is not the fulfilment
of any prior promise nor does it mark any
historical milestone. It is the description of
his transformation, as “I am buddha” means
something like “this is what happens when a
human wakes up to their true being”.
Therefore, when we use the title ‘Buddha’,
we are pointing to that possibility, in fact the
inevitability, for all of us similarly becoming
‘buddha’. As we have come to understand
since, he was our historical buddha, and
there are countless other buddhas available
to us. Further, we have come to understand
that each of us need to experience that we
all possess that same nature.
A second title emerges from the metaphor
of the Buddha’s first teaching, that of the
Great Physician. His first sermon explains
that his teaching has to do with suffering and
its relief. He then goes on to diagnose the
illness (dukkha - the human sense of
existential incompleteness), the cause
(grasping for permanence), the possibility of
a cure and the details of the curative
treatment (the Noble Eightfold Path). This
imagery moved his teaching completely
outside the religious practice of his time
which was primarily concerned with ritual
purity and the manipulation of cosmic
energies. In this sense he is not like Jesus
who was, at times, seen as “rabbi”, a
Hebrew teacher, within a long and respected
line of other teachers.
The third title is teacher or master. This
introduces another set of images for us to
understand Buddhism. While he used the
image of physician, we should also

distinguish that he did so more as medical
teacher. He did not go around curing people,
nor did he apply any medicine. The story of
his teaching career is one of describing the
diagnosis-cause-cure and then directing his
disciples to effect their own cure. He may
have been the brilliant medical researcher
and self-curer, but he left it to each of us to
apply what he learned to our own condition.
The image of master-teacher points us in
another direction too, that of communitymaster. Shakyamuni did not write a book
and then retire to Florida. He presented his
teaching and then continued to teach and
lead a community of practice for a further
forty years. In a sense he was Jesus and Paul
rolled into one. He created, shaped and
directed the monastic community and
inspired the lay supporter community as
well. He taught us the what and the how of
Buddhist practice.

Jesus bar Joseph, of Nazareth in Galilee, was
born just over 2,000 years ago, in
Bethlehem, in the region of Judea. Two of
the Christian accounts of his birth, the books
of the evangelists we name as Matthew, and
Luke, ascribe to Jesus a miraculous birth, of a
virgin mother, with signs in the skies and
angel messengers. One evangelist, Mark,
begins his story with the baptism of an adult
Jesus, and the evangelist John, whose
account is in many ways different from the
other three, begins his gospel by describing
Jesus as 'the Word of God made flesh.” The
miraculous accounts are the ones which
have caught the attention of his followers
over millennia, and are the ones that people
tell over and over. They are the stories that
are conflated at Christmas, and told in
Sunday School Christmas Eve services
around the world.
Regardless of which birth story a Christian
believes, there are common understandings

of his life and teachings. We know very little
about his early years; there is an account of
Jesus at age 12, in Jerusalem with his
parents, involved in conversations with the
Temple elders. Other than that, the narrative
of his ministry, for all intents and purposes,
begins at about age 30. His baptism starts
the process of God's acknowledgement of
Jesus as the 'begotten son', with whom God
is well pleased. Miracle stories, healing
stories, and teaching stories follow. Disciples
are gathered, and although they never quite
'get it', Jesus continues to instruct them in
his ways, preaching an expanded vision of
God's love. During this time, his identity as
God's chosen Son is developed and, in his
death and resurrection, is finally embraced
and understood by his followers.
Although this comes as a surprise to some,
Jesus never thought of himself as anything
but a devout Jew. He never set out to start a
new religion. His aim was to invite the Jewish
people first, and later, all peoples, into a
deeper understanding of their relationship
with his Abba (an affectionate form of
'Father') God. He tells his followers, “I
haven't come to change the Law, but to
fulfill it.” His prime message was to love
God, and to love others as they love
themselves. He describes this message as
the great commandment, and all else follows
from this.
My theology describes God as the power of
love in this world that can transform lives. As
a follower of Jesus, I believe in his divinity,
although my belief is not based on a literal
reading of the miracle stories in scriptures.
My understanding of the life of Jesus is that
he is one who had none of the barriers to
love that most humans carry, and because of
this, I have no hesitation in naming Jesus
'God.' Jesus loved fully and completely. He
loved all humanity, without reservation.
Concerning his death, along with many
contemporary theologians, I reject the

notion of 'atonement theology' which has
been so prevalent for so many centuries. I
think the notion of a sentient God/parent
figure condemning 'his' son to death for the
sins of others is abhorrent. I think that Jesus
loved the world so much that he went freely
to his death on the cross in order to make
his point that love will triumph over death
itself. Jesus died because of the sins of the
world, not to redeem the sins of the world.

don’t relate to them for their human-ness.
On the other hand, it is inspiring to feel the
torment that young Shakyamuni felt being
trapped in his pleasure palace, as he came to
comprehend the suffering in the world
around him. When I consider his message in
the fram eof his human life, his message
seems more possible.

As a devout Christian, I am simply called to
live, as best I can, the all-embracing love that
Jesus taught and modelled. I fall short of that
ideal more often than not, but continue to
try, day by day and minute by minute.

In reading Rev. Innen's piece about the
founder of the Buddhist faith, I am
particularly struck by Innen's explanation
concerning the word "Buddha" itself. Rev.
Innen says, "It is the description of his
transformation, as “I am buddha” means
something like “this is what happens when a
human wakes up to their true being”.
Therefore, when we use the title ‘Buddha’,
we are pointing to that possibility, in fact the
inevitability, for all of us similarly becoming
‘buddha’. "

There have been other attempts to present
Jesus and Shakyamuni as individuals with
similar life stories and similar missions. This
would require of us a greater project than
we have time for here. It wouldn’t be hard to
find differences, but I am struck by their
common self-presentation as patternbreakers. Neither taught that all we have to
do is more of the same - same rituals, same
prayers, same priest-hood, and so on. Both
describe their time and their position at the
threshold of that time as representatives of
a radical change - ours and the world’s. Each
saw their position as being at a pivot point in
human history. It would be an equally
interesting exploration to consider how their
followers dealt with the “failure” that
followed the master’s death, that the world
didn’t change. Or even how we understand
that.
From a personal faith position, I think it is
important for us to embed our founder’s in
history as well. There is something
reinforcing and re-affirming to understand
that these figures lived in some way as we
do. As much as I can deeply relate to nonhuman figures like our ‘bodhisattvas’
(Buddhas-to-be) such as Kwan Yin and Jizo, I

I love this description of possibility,
embodied by Shakyamuni. I actually used
this description of the Buddha in my sermon
two weeks ago. It seems to me that both
Jesus and Shakyamuni invite their followers
into a realm of infinite possibility, and
ultimate goodness. I also wonder, as Innen
does of Shakamuni, how Jesus would react if
he were physically among those of us who
call ourselves his followers. Would he be
pleased or dismayed, to see the way we live
out our profession of faith? In his own day
and time, his disciples so often didn't 'get it.'
They didn't 'get' his message, his ministry, or
his mission, and I am sure that if I had lived
in that time and place, I would not 'get it'
either, for the most part. But I wonder, in
our 20/20 hindsight, how many of us still
don't 'get it.' How many of us still fumble
from day to day, and moment to moment,
forgetting his injunction that we love others
as we love ourselves. The blessing, though, is
that day by day and moment by moment, we
are given chances anew to follow the

example that he set. We all have the
opportunity to open ourselves to love that
knows no bounds, and accepts no
limitations. We all have the opportunity, as
long as we draw breath, to become as Christ
in our own world.
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