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PRACTICE 
 

Carl Bielefeldt 
 
 
In thinking about how the term “practice” might operate in Buddhism and Buddhist 
studies, it seems helpful first to sort out the several ways we use the English word.  Here I 
want to use four such ways in particular to organize my essay.  One is the “practice” we 
associate with active engagement, or regular participation, in a vocation or calling — the 
sense we may have most in mind when we say that someone is a “practicing Christian” or 
an “observant Jew”; the sense the Buddhist scholar faces when she is asked, “Do you 
practice?”  A second, closely related sense is the “practice” we contrast with “theory” — 
practice as what is practical, what is applied; the sense of the term we encounter when we 
are told by a Buddhist text that the teachings can only be understood through their 
practice.  A third is the “practice” we connect with “proficiency” — practice as 
preparation for a performance or training in or for a skill, as when we say that “practice 
makes perfect”; the sense meant when one Buddhist says of another, “He is advanced in 
his practice.”  The last is the “practice” we set over against “principle” — what one does 
in fact, actual behavior, as opposed to professed ideal; the sense carried when the 
Buddhist historian observes, “In practice, the monks’ ideal of poverty has often been 
honored more in the breach than in the observance.”  These different meanings of our 
term work together with and against each other in complex ways.  Depending on which 
we choose, “practice” can be a marker of authenticity or a signal of suspicion, a sign that 
the Buddhist is on his way to perfection or a warning that he is not there yet.  Though the 
Asian Buddhist texts may not have a single word that quite matches the full semantic 
range of our English term, they have words that work in all these ways. 
 

* * * * * 
 
Let us start here with my first way of using the term, the “practice” that pursues a calling.  
This sense of “practice” seems a good place to start because it is closely tied to what we 
mean by “Buddhism”  and, hence, how we understand the object of Buddhist studies as a 
discipline.  What is it that defines the practice of Buddhism, such that we can decide who 
is and is not doing it?  For much of its brief history, Buddhist studies has tended to 
approach this question from what we might loosely call a “theological” angle.  It has 
assumed that Buddhism is a set of claims about the world and the human condition in the 
world, together with a more or less systematic program (or set of programs) for some 
ultimate solution to the human condition — or, in more Buddhist terms, a vehicle (y!na) 
or path (m!rga) leading to liberation (mok"a) from rebirth, cessation (nirv!#a ) of 
suffering, enlightenment (bodhi), and so forth.  A practicing Buddhist, then, is one who 
not only believes the claims but habitually engages in those activities prescribed by the 
program.  In principle, such a definition might well leave open a very wide range of 
possible activities as candidates for practice; but, in practice, Buddhist studies has long 



tended to focus on those exercises prescribed by the more technical treatises on the path 
to the final soteriological goal, exercises based on the ancient Indian ideal of the ascetic 
($rama#a).  Like these treatises, we have treated Buddhism largely as a system of 
spiritual discipline (yoga) and defined its practice as a kind of training ($ik"a) — as in, 
for example, the venerable formula of the “threefold training” of precepts ($%la), 
meditation (sam!dhi), and wisdom (praj–! ). 
 
Such a view of Buddhist practice has been widespread not only in our academic literature 
but in the contemporary popular understanding of the religion, where the question, “Do 
you practice?” is very often almost synonymous with, “Do you meditate?”  Put this way, 
needless to say, the question is an awkward one not only for most Buddhist scholars but 
for most Buddhists.  Put this way, the great majority of Buddhists throughout history 
have never practiced their religion.  They have been the patrons of, the audience for, at 
best the auxiliaries to, the relatively small troupe of professionals — those who have 
“gone forth” (pravrajita) from the home — for whom the contemplative life is a 
vocation.  And even among the professionals, much of what they do in the service of their 
faith — the prayers for their patrons, the ritual performances for their audiences, the 
writing of their books, the administration of their institutions, and the like — will not, 
properly speaking, count as practice. 
 
A marked distinction between clerical and lay Buddhism has been fairly standard 
throughout the history of the religion; and a category of practice (yoga, bh!van! , 
pratipatti, cary! , etc.) setting off the ascetic and contemplative exercises of the spiritual 
path is native to the tradition.  At the same time, of course, the tradition has always 
recognized the Buddhist community to be composed of both clergy and laity, and has 
always provided for both these classes a wide range of options for participation in the 
religion — from private attitudes of faith, devotion, and repentance; through ritual acts of 
pilgrimage, prayer, and worship; to social works of teaching, patronage, service, and so 
on.  And it has built capacious theological schemes within which these options can find a 
place in a soteriological program — not only as merit (pu#ya), or good karma leading to 
better circumstances in this world, but often enough as necessary, sometimes even 
sufficient, means to the final end. 
 
The inclination, therefore, in Buddhist studies and in some modern forms of Buddhism to 
define “practice” in terms of the contemplative life is not simply a reflex of traditional 
Buddhist theology but is also itself in effect a theological choice about what Buddhism 
ought properly to be.  The choice was made in the nineteenth century, when Buddhism 
was being recognized (or, some would say, invented) as an object of the new science of 
religion.  As a proper object capable of comparison with the other great world religions, it 
was first of all a theology, made up of metaphysical claims and soteriological models, the 
more sophisticated analogues to primitive religion’s myths and rituals.  The Buddhist 
theology of choice turned out to be quite sophisticated indeed.  No god, it seemed; no 
soul.  No myths of creation and fall; no guilt and redemption.  Hence, no salvation 
through faith in a redeemer; no absolution through the rites of a church.  Just individual 
human ignorance and the overcoming of ignorance through re-education; just individual 
ethical error and the correction of error through personal reform.  In the hallowed 
teachings of the four noble truths, Buddhism was first of all about human suffering, what 



caused it, and how it could be cured.  The cause lay in the character of our action and 
understanding, and the cure in the transformation of that character through ethical, 
psychological and intellectual training.  For the rest — the elaborate cosmologies and 
fantastic pantheons of gods, saints, and spirits; the mystic rites and magical formulas, the 
abject repentances and pious supplications — it was adventitious, the accumulated dross 
of cultural belief and practice picked up from the native soil of Asian societies. 
 
This sort of approach to Buddhism has played an important role in making the religion 
attractive to modern Western (and Westernized) audiences; but, perhaps in part for that 
very reason, Buddhist studies in recent years has begun to lose interest in it.  Theological 
questions of what a religion believes about the world and how it explains the nature and 
cure of the human condition are probably still the questions that most normal people first 
want to ask about an unfamiliar faith, but people familiar with Buddhism in the academy 
tend not to ask them so much anymore.  In the late twentieth century, by the time 
Buddhist studies was getting set up in religious studies departments, religious studies was 
moving out of its old theological home, losing its focus on fixing the world religions as 
abstract doctrinal systems, and experimenting with new tools of interpretation and new 
norms of understanding that took into greater account the social histories of their object.  
Meanwhile, Buddhist studies was greatly expanding the object of its own attentions, 
moving out of India and Srilanka into Southeast Asia, across the Silk Road to East Asia, 
and over the Himalayas into Tibet.   
 
We now read books that earlier generations did not know, in languages they did not read, 
from cultures they overlooked, in genres and on topics they might not have recognized as 
properly Buddhist.  And we read them differently, against the grain, as some like to say, 
looking for their agendas and conscious of our own.  In the rush of all this new kind of 
reading, the Pali canon has lost its place as the sacred repository of original Buddhism; 
original Buddhism has lost its status as the arbiter of orthodoxy; orthodoxy has lost its 
grip on our imagination of what Buddhism might be.  The learned Indic treatises on the 
stages of the Buddhist spiritual path get thrown in a pile along with a Tibetan ritual text, a 
Thai prayer, a Chinese donor’s inscription, a Japanese pilgrim’s guide.  All these and 
much more become the sources for thinking of Buddhist practice. 
 
Yet, for all these changes, I think my basic point here still holds:  that what counts as 
Buddhist practice, whether it be narrowly or broadly defined, rests at least as heavily on 
underlying theological assumptions as on the nature of the activity itself.  Put more 
broadly, practice is always driven by some theory, not just in the sense that theory 
informs and guides it but in the sense that its very existence as a category is a product of 
theory.  And this seems about equally true whether the theory in question is a theological 
claim native to the tradition or a theory of religion imposed on the tradition by a scholar.  
I shall come back to the scholar later on; before that, I want to explore a bit how the 
tradition itself has dealt with the relationship between its theories and its practices, 
beginning with a more general word on the vexed contrast between these two categories. 
 

* * * * * 
 
In common parlance, the “practice” we set over against “theory” might well refer to what 



we do, as opposed to what we think.  But of course thinking is one of the things we do.  
Hence, in the practice of thinkers, the word “praxis” has often been used to mean 
particular kinds of thinking:  practical thinking about what we do, normative thinking 
about what we ought to do, prescriptive thinking about how to go about it — as opposed 
to our more metaphysical thoughts (sometimes called “theoria”) about the ultimate nature 
of things and how they operate.  Hence, depending on which of these two senses of the 
term we choose, we can think of Buddhist practice either in contrast to its thought or as a 
part of it — either as, say, the religion’s ethical observances, spiritual exercises, ritual 
performances, and the like, in contrast to its doctrines; or as those parts of its doctrines 
that deal with matters ethical, spiritual, ritual, and the like, in contrast to the parts that 
make claims about how the world is put together and what is really going on here.  Talk 
of practice can be confusing when it slips back and forth across these two meanings, as it 
often seems to do.   
 
Most of the talk about practice in Buddhist texts (and in much of Buddhist studies) is in a 
broad sense of the doctrinal kind — that is, talk about what Buddhists ought to do, rather 
than about what they do.  In such normative talk, it is by no means always clear just what 
practical implications the prescriptions for practice are supposed to have.  We see a 
classic case of this problem in the Buddhist formula of the four noble truths, which 
appears to consist of three theoretical claims about the human condition, plus the 
eightfold path, supposed to correct the condition.  At first glance, the fourth member here 
seems merely a prescription for practice, but in fact it is regularly treated as integral to 
the doctrinal formula, the full understanding of which is considered the goal of the 
practice.  When the Buddha first preached the four noble truths at Sarnath, his audience 
all became arhats and realized nirvana on the spot, not by engaging in the practices of the 
eightfold path but by hearing about and understanding them.  Here, practice seems not 
only driven by but wholly subsumed within theory.   
 
Movement in the opposite direction occurs when we subsume theory into some model of 
practice.  Buddhist authors very often begin their books with a bow to the Buddha and his 
teachings.  We need not imagine that this gesture of piety defines the author as a 
practitioner in any strong sense, let alone that it marks whatever follows as necessarily 
connected to a spiritual practice. A bow at the beginning is a nod to tradition, a sign of 
legitimacy, a signal to the reader that the author acknowledges certain rhetorical 
conventions, of terminology, argumentation, citation, and the like, appropriate to 
Buddhist writing.  What follows after that has its own rules of genre:  ritual manuals have 
their narrative structures, quite apart from metaphysical theories; philosophical treatises 
need a kind of intellectual coherence that may have nothing to do with any practice 
beyond the practice of the writing itself.  Still, a bow to the Buddha at the beginning can 
serve as a reminder that whatever follows is somehow to be understood as religious 
literature, not merely as metaphysical or ethical kinds of thinking.   
 
In effect, the reminder invokes a broader sense of “practice” within which thinking takes 
place.  The difference between theoria and praxis is often put in terms of their respective 
goals:  the former seeks the pure contemplation of the truth; the latter aims at practical 
consequences in the world of human affairs.  But, of course, the truths of theory and their 
contemplation are not necessarily without their consequences in human affairs, especially 



when the affairs are religious.  Somewhat as Marxists like to say that all serious thinking 
is ultimately political and therefore is (or, perhaps, should be) a form of praxis, Buddhists 
will often say that all authentic Buddhist thinking is ultimately what we might loosely 
call soteriological — i.e., that even Buddhist metaphysical claims are intended not (or not 
simply) as theoretical accounts of the truth but as practical guides to spiritual goals.  
Weak versions of this kind of talk will often mean little more than that Buddhist theories 
are not only true but are also good for people; stronger versions can take more 
emphatically pragmatist turns, in which theories become merely the tools of practice, to 
be measured by their spiritual utility.   
 
This rhetoric of practice can occasionally run to silly extremes, as when it is imagined 
that Buddhism is (or ought to be) somehow theory free.  Such a view may be particularly 
attractive to modern Western audiences suspicious of dogma and reluctant to cast 
themselves as believers.  They can contrast the emphasis on orthodoxy in other religions 
with what is sometimes called the “orthopraxy” of Buddhism.  They can point to the 
many passages throughout Buddhist literature warning of the limited validity (and 
sometimes spiritual utility) of our conceptual constructs (vikalpa, etc.).  They can quote 
Zen masters who like to say that Buddhism is about eating the rice cracker, not admiring 
pictures of it.  They can cite the scriptural passage in which the Buddha urges us to pull 
out the poisoned arrow, rather than speculate about it.  They can invoke an image, much 
favored by the tradition, of the Buddha as physician (or, more recently, therapist) and his 
four noble truths not as theoretical claims but as diagnosis and prescription.  On such a 
view, the purpose of the first three truths is to prompt us to take the medicine of the 
fourth.  On such a view, my point about theory driving practice has got it just backwards. 
 
Not surprisingly, most Buddhists authors locate themselves somewhere in the middle 
here.  Even those practitioners who like to mock the theorists for wasting their time 
“counting others’ money” need their practice to make Buddhist sense, want their practice 
to flow from some theory that makes it more than merely random behavior; even those 
theorists who rail against the benighted practitioners for failing to understand what they 
are doing need to see what they themselves are doing as a kind of Buddhist practice and 
want the truth of their theories to be validated in the experience of practitioners.  Held by 
this mutual need, theory and practice circle each other throughout Buddhist literature in a 
complex dance.  Books that start off with a strong set of metaphysical truth claims may 
finish up by emphasizing that such claims lose their ultimate validity in the experience of 
the enlightened practitioner.  Books that begin with the practical problems of the spiritual 
life will often end by solving them through metaphysical redefinitions of the world.  
There are styles of Buddhism, like some of forms of Zen, that seem to collapse the 
spiritual life into an act of understanding theoretical claims; styles, like some texts of 
Vajrayāna, that seem to read theoretical claims as the scripts for spiritual performance; 
and styles, like some versions of Pure Land, in which both theoretical understanding and 
spiritual cultivation are seen as obstacles to faith in a saving Buddha.  We are dealing 
here, after all, with religious literature, not with the metaphysical and ethical branches of 
philosophy.   
 
In philosophy, metaphysics may (or may not) be able to float free from ethics, but 
religious theories seem peculiarly subject to the very practices they define.  In building 



soteriological frames that justify practice, they enclose themselves in their own 
structures.  Their claims become not only the intellectual assumptions behind but also the 
objects of practice, in need of verification through practice.  This seems especially true in 
a religion like Buddhism, where the soteriological theories so often put great weight on 
the salvific role of understanding.  Where the cause of the religious problem is defined as 
ignorance of the way things really are, the goal of the practice becomes, in effect, the 
verification of the claims of theory, through the experience of things as theory claims 
they really are.  In this experiential verification, the theory is no longer merely a set of 
claims; it is transformed into the saving knowledge (j–!na ), or wisdom (praj–! ).   
 
This transformation of mere theory into saving knowledge is well expressed in the 
common Buddhist schema that plots the development of Buddhist understanding in three 
stages:  “wisdom derived from hearing [the teachings]”, “wisdom derived from thinking 
[about them]”, and “wisdom derived from practice [of them]”.  The “practice” (bh!van! ) 
of the last stage here is most commonly understood to mean not merely commitment to a 
Buddhist life and observance of its norms but the investigation and verification of the 
Buddhist teachings in contemplative practice.  In such a contemplative program, 
theoretical claims provide the subject matter of the practice, while practice reveals the 
meaning of the claims; hence, Buddhist authors sometimes like to say that the two work 
in tandem, like the two wheels of a cart.  As we have noticed, however, depending on 
how the Buddhist author balances the two, the cart can easily lean to one side or the 
other.  Insofar as contemplative experience reveals the meaning of the teachings, theory 
can be seen merely as a kind of prop, or guide, for the contemplative exercise; insofar as 
the exercise is directed at understanding the teachings, contemplative technique can be 
seen simply as a device, or spiritual tool, for studying and verifying the truth of the 
theory.   
 
Depending on the theory in question, its transformation into saving wisdom can have 
ironic consequences for both theory and practice, consequences that can tip the cart right 
off its wheels.  If the theory holds (as in common formulations, say, of the perfection of 
wisdom doctrine) that such wisdom transcends conceptual formulation, its verification 
can leave the theory empty of real referent and open the door to notions that true 
Buddhist practice is theory free.  If it holds (as, for example, in some radical versions of 
the tathāgatagarbha doctrine) that true wisdom is inherent to consciousness and cannot be 
brought about by artificial means, its verification will have the effect of undercutting 
practice and reducing it to the act of accepting the theory.  Such oddities remind us that, 
in a formulation like the three kinds of wisdom, the term “practice” works in complex 
relations not only with the theory that engenders it but also with the ends toward which it 
is directed.  Clearly, we have edged here into my third sense of “practice”, where the 
term is understood as training toward a goal. 
 

* * * * * 
 
Though Buddhists may talk of their religion as training, the usual sense of “practice” as 
activity aimed at proficiency in a skill does not seem to work well with the sort of 
soteriological models that have dominated much of this talk.  In our ordinary parlance, 
the goal of such practice tends to be continuous with the activity itself:  we practice our 



lines in order to deliver them; we practice our painting to become a painter.  To be sure, 
Buddhists may likewise practice their meditations and rituals to be good at them and their 
ethics in order to be ethical; but, when they locate these activities within a soteriological 
model, more often than not they tend to think of the goal less as mastery of the activity 
than as freedom from it — as if we were to practice piano in order never to have to play 
the thing again.  Put back in terms of the schema of the threefold training, one engages in 
the ethical, psychological, and intellectual exercises of the religion not for their own 
sakes but in order to get the saving wisdom at the end.  Indeed, the person who has got to 
the end is often defined as a “non-trainee” (a$aik"a), one with nothing to learn.  If we 
persist in defining Buddhist practice as spiritual training, the truly wise Buddhist will not 
practice her religion. 
 
This sharp distinction in kind between the means and ends of the Buddhist religious life 
is probably a special case of the sort of causal relations seen in the ancient doctrines of 
karma, where the effect of an act is not another act but an experience of the 
consequences.  We lie in the beds we make; we do not simply keep making beds.  
Similarly, in the soteriological version of causal relations, the acts of practice as cause 
(hetu) yield not more practiced acts but the experience of the effect (phala) — in the best 
case, the ultimate effect of freedom from action and its effects.  This causal model of 
practice persists throughout Buddhist tradition despite efforts to imagine alternatives.  
Still, there are such efforts, of which surely the most conspicuous and influential is that 
associated with the ideal of the bodhisattva.  Here, the goal is conceived not only as inner 
state but as power, not only as freedom from the world but as mastery over it.  Here, then, 
there is more obvious continuity between means and ends, such that the bodhisattva’s 
cultivation of his spiritual powers is directed at perfecting them; his practice of the 
perfections (p!ramit! ) is in part preparation for his performance as perfected buddha.  
And once Buddhists, as some of them eventually do, begin imagining themselves as 
buddhas, their practice becomes the performance itself, no longer a means to an end but 
the practice of their calling as buddhas. 
 
Both these models of the spiritual life — as means to an end and as practice of calling — 
find their setting in what is likely the most common image of Buddhist religion:  that it 
represents a path (m!rga ).  The travel metaphor is often somewhat unhappily mixed with 
others — such as a maturation motif seen in the popular agricultural images of roots and 
fruits, fields of merit, spiritual cultivation, and the like; still, the model of Buddhism as a 
way to get from here to there is an extremely powerful and enduring one, reflected in 
other classic images, of rafts, vehicles, caravans, and so on.  As a way to get somewhere, 
practice is clearly put in service to a goal different from itself, is treated not simply as a 
spiritual way of life to be cultivated but as a journey to some spiritual end that puts an 
end to practice.  Such, at least, is how things look to the ordinary traveler.  To the travel 
guide, whose calling it is to take people along the path, his practice will continue so long 
as there are travelers. 
 
The image of the path is undoubtedly the dominant motif of Buddhist soteriological 
thinking and spawns a complex body of doctrinal literature on just how one makes the 
journey to the goal.  Such literature allows the theoreticians to locate the various practices 
mentioned in Buddhist scripture (or otherwise sanctioned by the community) within a 



coherent schema and thus to domesticate them into an orthodox setting.  A pious 
donation to the sangha becomes an exercise of the initial stage of the path, on which one 
collects “provisions” (sa&bh!ra) of merit for the journey ahead.  The ancient ascetic 
practice of corpse contemplation becomes one of the five antidotal exercises preparatory 
to the doctrinal meditations that lead to the stage of vision (dar$ana).  An ecstatic vision 
of the emptiness of things becomes the attainment of the stage of non-retrogression 
(avaivartya) and the entrance into the higher grounds (bh'mi ) of the bodhisattva.  A rite 
of rain-making magic becomes the practice of skill in means (up!ya) through which the 
bodhisattva on the higher grounds draws believers to the faith.  And so on and so forth, in 
lavish detail. 
 
Path theory provides a coherent setting not only for diverse practices but also for 
conflicting teachings.  Where scriptural passages contradict each other or doctrinal 
systems contend with each other, they can be reconciled by assignment to the view of 
things from differing stages on the path.  Such use of the path as meta-theory is common 
throughout the tradition but probably reaches its apotheosis in the theological literature of 
East Asia known as “classifying doctrine” (pÕan-chiao).  Here, the most prominent 
systems of Indian Buddhist thought — Sarvāstivāda, Mādhyamika, Yogācāra, 
Tathāgatagarba — as well as others developed in China, all find their place in some 
schema of the path.  Since of course each of these systems has its own schema of the 
path, the whole becomes what might be (but is not) called an abhim!rga, or “meta-path”.  
Since the path culminates in the final wisdom, whichever system comes last has the final 
word on truth; the rest represent versions accommodated to the relevant stage of the 
practitioner.  There is perhaps no more striking example of my earlier point about the 
complex interplay between Buddhist theory and practice. 
 
The habit of locating the various versions of Buddhism on a path to the goal, together 
with the notion that the goal is the end of practice, has curious consequences for 
soteriological theory.  The version of Buddhism that remains standing at the end of the 
path will be by definition a religion for the one with no further need of training.  To the 
extent, then, that one wants to claim the final, ultimately true version as one’s own (as of 
course theologians tend to do), he will find it awkward to explain what, if any, practice 
follows from the claim.  At this point, most of the theologians simply split their system 
into theoretical and practical levels of discourse, or what they like to call “ultimate” 
(paramārtha) and “conventional” (sa&v(ti) truths, such that they can continue to 
recommend a path of practical, though only pragmatically valid, means to an ultimate 
theoretical end.  But those who resist the split and want to keep the theoretical and 
practical parts of their system together at the end of the path will have to find new ways 
of talking about practice as something other than a way to get there from here. 
 
The new ways of talking about practice are usually called in the East Asian literature 
“sudden” (tun) soteriologies — that is, approaches to the religious life that imagine the 
practitioner as somehow already at the end of the path.  To get the practitioner there, they 
typically rely not on practice but on some metaphysical doctrine of the universal 
pervasion of buddhahood, such that everyone comes endowed with what they call the 
nature of a buddha or the mind of a buddha, or everyone is bathed in the omniscient 
consciousness of the buddha or grounded in the cosmic body of the buddha.  Once they 



have got everyone there at the end of the path as in some (much debated) sense 
equivalent to a buddha, they can redefine practice according to their definitions of 
buddhahood.   
 
The definitions tend to go in two directions.  Some will emphasize a buddha’s status as 
“non-trainee”, his freedom from the need to improve himself.  This type, seen for 
example in some forms of Zen and Pure Land soteriology, will tend to dismiss all 
schemes of spiritual training, in favor of a leap of insight into or faith in the doctrine of 
inherent perfection.  In the pure form of this “Protestant” type, the effort to practice is a 
sign that one has missed the point of the teaching or lacks faith in its claims; for those 
who get the point or abide in faith, if there is anything left to do, it is simply to celebrate 
one’s liberation from the norms of the path.  This rhetoric of the religious life as 
celebration of freedom obviously raises the specter of antinomian, or transgressive, 
practice.  We do in fact occasionally find traces of such practice in the historical record, 
but most often it occurs in the heresiologies of its orthodox critics.  Since the celebrations 
of choice — like the Zen adept’s ritualized spontaneity or the Pure Land devotee’s pious 
recitations — seem relatively innocuous, perhaps the heresy lies less in the nature of the 
practice itself than in a theory that threatens to disenfranchise the trained professional and 
blur the distinction between practitioner and patron. 
 
The other approach takes the trained professional more seriously.  It focuses on the 
definition of a buddha not just as one liberated from practice but as perfected practitioner, 
as final product of the bodhisattva’s long course of training, now ready to take up his 
calling as fully realized saint and supreme exemplar of the spiritual life.  In this more 
“Catholic” type, seen most conspicuously in soteriologies of (or influenced by) 
Vajrayāna, the buddha is an actor, one who has transmuted the three kinds of human 
karma (of body, speech, and thought) into the “three mysteries” (triguhya) of enlightened 
action.  One’s role at the end of path, then, is to perform, to act out, or, perhaps, channel, 
the mysteries of buddhahood through the physical, verbal, and mental exercises of ritual 
practice.  Here, the mastery of ritual technique becomes not a means to an end but an end 
in itself.  Here, though all of us may be buddhas in theory, only the masters of technique 
are buddhas in practice, and thus the old distinction between practitioner and patron, 
performer and audience, remains safely intact.   
 
Though they go at it in different ways, both these styles of sudden soteriology are trying 
to turn around the standard model of spiritual means and ends, such that the religious life 
will now flow from rather than toward its goal.  Practice here becomes not the cause but 
an effect of enlightenment.  Whatever else we may think of such styles, to their credit 
they are at least honest on the nasty question that the Buddhist theologians tend to cover 
over by their familiar metaphor of the path:  how exactly the various exercises on the path 
actually move one beyond it — or, in more starkly Buddhist terms, how the karma of 
practice actually causes liberation.  In these styles, the answer is, practice cannot do it; 
only theory can do it, through redefinition of our situation.  Of course, as we know, such 
redefinition remains mere theory until it is verified in experience; hence, in practice as a 
working religion, even the sudden style will have to find its own ways of encouraging its 
followers to come to terms with their new situation.  Hence, we should not be surprised to 
discover various forms of appeal to the felt needs of the theologians’ audience and a wide 



range of actual religious practices behind the rhetoric of immediacy. 
 

* * * * * 
 
The notion of actual practice behind the rhetoric brings us to my last sense of our term, 
the “practice” we contrast with “principle” or “ideal”.  In one sense, I suppose, we can 
treat this contrast as a subset of my earlier distinction between “practice” and “theory”.  
In introducing the distinction, I warned against confusing the “practice” of practical 
thinking and the “practice” that goes on outside the thinking.  The attentive reader will 
have noticed that, up till now, we have been dealing almost exclusively with the former:  
what Buddhists think we ought to do.  Now, we are shifting over to the latter:  what 
Buddhists do in fact.  To make this shift, we need to look differently at the normative 
texts of the tradition, with an eye now for what they might (or might not) tell us about 
historical realities.  We need to look up from these texts, at the people that wrote and read 
(and didn’t read) them and at the worlds they lived in; we need to look back at the texts 
as artifacts of these people and their worlds.  We want to know now not just what 
Buddhists have to say in their texts but why they say it, why they write the texts and why 
the way they do, who reads them and to what effect; how, in short, the representations of 
Buddhism fit into the lives of Buddhists.  Seen in the light of such questions, the 
normative texts become not (or not only) the arbiters of Buddhist practices but 
themselves the products of cultural practices — practices of religion, to be sure, but also 
of language and literature, social organization and custom, politics and economics.   
 
Once we begin to imagine Buddhists, not as śrāvakas, pratyeka-buddhas, and 
bodhisattvas, but as people with lives outside the representations of Buddhist normative 
texts, the value of these texts for reconstructing Buddhist practice becomes fairly 
problematic.  To be sure, they tell us that some Buddhists spent their time writing books.  
Some of these books clearly had a wide readership; others probably did not.  Most 
Buddhists before modern times couldn’t read, and even the literate were lucky if they had 
access to a manuscript or block print.  The books themselves were used for practices 
beyond reading:  they were copied out and illuminated, enshrined on altars and 
worshipped, entombed in stupas and circumambulated, left in the ground for Maitreya to 
dig up, stuffed into statues, carried as talismans, put into potions, and so on.  Similarly, 
the content of the books served a variety of functions beyond intellectual edification and 
spiritual training:  it was memorized and chanted as liturgy and prayer, depicted in art and 
iconography, cited as authority (or dismissed as heresy) in debate, invoked by kings as 
justification for their reigns, recited by children as proverb and by storytellers as 
entertainment. 
 
Given the varied ways that Buddhists have used their texts, one cannot help but wonder 
to what extent they also practiced what is preached in them.  Even a relatively concrete 
text of instruction on, say, a ritual procedure is not in itself evidence that anyone ever did 
the ritual.  Even from the detailed rules of a monastic code, we might as easily infer that 
the monks were not following the rules as that they were; by the same token, the actions 
proscribed by such rules may have more to do the monks’ imagination than with their 
behavior.  Almost certainly some of the seemingly prescriptive models for mystical 
visions and supernatural journeys have more to do with the imagination than with a 



practice, are meant more for inspiration than for emulation.  And surely when we come to 
the larger soteriological frames within which the practices are enjoined and justified, we 
have to ask how many Buddhists, lay or clergy, actually placed their own lives within 
those frames:  how many, for example, actually organized their daily practices around the 
goal of extinction in nirvana; how many really saw themselves as “great beings” 
(mah!sattva), on an heroic quest, said to take three incalculable æons, for the supreme, 
perfect enlightenment (anuttara-samyak-sambodhi) of an omniscient savior figure.  If, as 
we might well suspect, it was a somewhat eccentric minority that took such soteriologies 
literally as models for their lives, we have to ask what other functions — of imagination, 
inspiration, advertising, justification, and so on — such doctrines might have served for 
the majority. 
 
Such questions can be asked the other way round:  how much of actual Buddhist practice 
is preached in the normative texts?  When we look up from these texts at the historical 
record of Buddhist people, we find them doing more or less the sorts of things that other 
people do, most of which would be difficult to locate on any soteriological map.  Of 
course, we can dismiss these things simply as the human behavior, rather than the 
religious practice, of Buddhists; but the dismissal becomes more difficult when we find 
them done in the name of the religion.  Buddhists dupe, curse, seduce, oppress, and kill 
each other in the name of their religion; they covet, amass, hoard, deal, and display for 
the sake of the dharma.  Buddhists seem expert at finding ways to find the dharma in 
what they appear to do as a matter of cultural course.  If they set up protective shrines at 
the spooky spots of their neighborhood landscape, they know how to locate the analogues 
of these spots on the mandalas of Vairocana’s macrocosmic court; if they protect 
themselves from plague by offerings to a local spirit, they can turn their protector into an 
avatar of the compassionate bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara.  Sometimes we can trace what 
Buddhists do back to some scriptural source, as when they mutilate and immolate 
themselves in imitation of a sutra story.  Other times, what they do seems clearly to 
represent the stubborn persistence of cultural practices in spite of orthodox opinion, as 
when they build elaborate Buddhist rites dedicated to the care and feeding of the family 
dead. 
 
In the anthropology of Buddhist societies, where the writing of books becomes but one 
cultural practice among many, it is by no means clear that the theories in the books 
necessarily precede the practices they validate — i.e., that the practices represent the 
practical application of the theories.  To be sure, many surely do; but we may also 
consider the historical origins of many theories as the response to what was already going 
on in the Buddhist community — as ad hoc efforts to play doctrinal “catch up” with the 
actual values and practices of the community, in order to define them as Buddhist and 
integrate them into some orthodox frame (or sometimes to discourage them by labeling 
them as heterodox).  Here, then, we can think of (at least some) theories as driven by 
practices, much as anthropologists will sometimes say that a people’s myths are the 
rationalizations of, rather than the symbolic sources for, their rituals.  Still, the cultural 
practices of Buddhist societies become Buddhist practice to the extent that some theory, 
either of Buddhists themselves or of their observers, recognizes them as such.  When the 
theories conflict, Buddhists can sometimes find their practices defined in ways that they 
themselves may not want to recognize. 



 
When the outside observer — say, a Buddhist studies scholar — introduces, whether 
implicitly or explicitly, a theory of what constitutes Buddhist practice, she may also open 
a gap between the normative claims (both theoretical and practical) of the tradition and its 
actual instantiation in history.  Hence, the contrast between “practice” and “ideal” is a bit 
more than a subset of that between “practice” and “theory”:  it connotes not merely what 
Buddhists do as opposed to what they think but what they really do as opposed to what 
they profess to do.  This opposition of actual and professed, of the real behind the 
apparent, introduces a certain ethical and epistemological tension into the contrast that 
gives this use of “practice” a rich semantic  life of its own, sometimes with hints of 
hypocrisy and deception.  “Practice” in this opposition, far from connoting the 
application of doctrine, often suggests its violation or subversion and, in the process, its 
exposure as “rhetoric” or “ideology”.  Somewhat like the Buddhist theologian’s 
distinction between ultimate and conventional discourse, this usage seems to imply two 
levels of reality:  what appears on the surface and what is really going on beneath.  
Somewhat like the Buddhist notion that the ultimate is revealed to the wisdom that sees 
through the  “concealing” (sa&v(ti) cover of the conventional, this kind of practice is 
something that must be uncovered by the enlightened scholar.  Somewhat as the 
Buddhists like to blame Māra, The Evil One, for concealing the truth, this usage often 
suggests a kind of conspiracy of propaganda or silence (either of Buddhists or 
Buddhology) that hides what it doesn’t want us to see. 
 
Needless to say, this suspicious use of “practice” is rarely found in Buddhists’ accounts 
of their own religion, except of course where they are engaged in polemics against an 
opponent’s position.  It is by its nature an outsider’s use, requiring a certain critical 
distance from which to view the gap between the two levels and typically a critical stance 
that seeks to disclose the secrets of the religion.  We find it, say, in the Confucian’s 
critique of Buddhist ethics, where the professed ideal of compassionate service to the 
world is contrasted with the self-indulgent practice of withdrawal into cloistered 
indifference.  We find it in the Jesuit missionary’s disgust with Buddhist morals, where 
the public posture of monastic celibacy is shown to conceal the debauched practices of 
the clergy.  We find it again in the academic historian’s impatience with Buddhist 
normative literature, seen as a screen behind which the real life of the religion is taking 
place out of view.  The secrets of the religion that get disclosed in the uncovering of 
practice may or may not themselves be ugly, but their cover-up somehow is.  Hence, the 
urge to uncover can be seen as a healthy, even a moral, one. 
 
The urge to uncover the past in all its complexity is a natural reflex of the historian.  The 
recent turn in Buddhist studies away from what I have loosely called a theological 
approach toward an interest in the social and cultural practices of Buddhism is a function 
of the broader shift in academe toward historical approaches to religion — a shift that, in 
practice, has begun to move our focus not only from timeless norms to temporal realities 
but also from elite representations to popular expressions.  The stories we now want to 
pick out from (or build up about) past complexities have increasingly to do with the 
practices of what we might call the Buddhist silent majority:  the men and women on the 
streets and rice paddies whose voices speak outside the canon or between the lines of 
theological system.  We can congratulate ourselves for uncovering their stories and 



recovering their voices, for at last taking Asian Buddhists seriously as real people and 
acknowledging their religion as their own historical experience, rather than as theological 
resource for a modern Western academic and spiritual industry.  Yet one cannot help but 
feel the postcolonial ironies here, as we labor to liberate the Asian masses from the 
hegemonic discourse of their Buddhist masters.  In the midst of these labors, it can be 
sobering to recall just who is actually speaking here and who is being silenced, and to ask 
of our own academic orthopraxy some of the same questions we now ask of the 
Buddhists. 


