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Chapter 23 
 
How Can Buddhist Theories Engage Modern 

Life? 
 
Different religions influence social development to varying 
degrees. No matter what theory a religion proposes, its 
acceptance in society is of utmost importance. For instance, all 
the monotheistic religions maintain a belief in the one and only 
creator. Acceptance of monotheistic religions depends on the 
existence of the creator. 
 
As previous chapters of this book have argued, Buddhism does 
not have the concept of the so-called creator. What type of 
society would be open to this view? Next, I will provide some 
examples to illustrate the application of Buddhist thinkings in 
our daily lives, to reflect the social acceptance of Buddhism. 
 
1) The Significance of Filial Piety 

Buddhist theories place heavy emphasis on the virtue of 
filial piety.  Since ancient times, Confucian philosophy has 
also reiterated that filial piety is the most important of all 
virtues. (Refer to discussion in Chapter 6 on the importance 
of filial piety for details.) 
 
In the Contemplation Sutra, the Buddha teaches us the 
“three kinds of meritorious behaviour.” The meritorious 
behaviour of the paths of humans and gods asks us to fulfill 
obligations and responsibilities such as “supporting and 
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taking care of our parents,” “paying attention to our 
teachers,” “remaining compassionate and refraining from 
killing any humans or animals,” and “cultivating the ten 
kinds of benevolent behaviours.” In this regard, both 
Confucians and Buddhists in traditional Chinese culture 
share the same stresses. 
 

2) The Significance of the “Four Noble Truths” 
This concept is very important in Buddhism. By explaining 
the link between suffering, origination, cessation, and the 
path, the “four noble truths” are capable of solving 
international disputes and conflicts. This can be seen as a 
panacea for solving worldly problems. (See the second half 
of Chapter 8 for details.) 

 
3) The Significance of Observing Precepts and Keeping the 

Law 
One needs to inquire about local regulations upon entering 
a new territory anywhere in the world. It is often said that a 
country has its laws and a family its rules. No religion can 
ignore the local legislations and rules in the name of sanctity. 
Buddhism takes this very seriously. 

 
4) Giving away, Public Welfare, and Serving the People 

In mainland China, the government constantly reminds 
workers to “serve the people.” Buddhist discourse talks a lot 
about “giving away,” which is much broader than financial 
donation. The essence of giving away is to serve the people. 
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5) No Superstition, Idolatry, and Contemplation of the 
Thirty-Two Distinctive Bodily Characteristics of a Buddha 
Many consider chanting the Buddha’s name and burning 
incense superstitious behaviours. Chapter 22 has already 
addressed this issue. The Diamond Sutra states that 
“Whoever saw me through my physical form, whoever 
followed me through the sound of my voice, engaged in the 
wrong endeavours, those people will not see me.” 
Nevertheless, some people feel the need to erect statues of 
the Buddha statue to worship. This is understandable. This 
could be seen as “mundane enlightenment.” According to 
the Platform Sutra of the Sixth Patriarch, “The Buddha’s 
teachings are in the mundane world; one can achieve 
enlightenment only in the world.” 

 
6) Does the Buddha offer any teaching to insatiable disciples 

who seek to garner money through worship? 
The Third Appreciation of the Sutra on the Eight Kinds of 
Attentiveness of Great Persons provides a clear response: “If 
we have no limit in our desire, and keep on seeking material 
wealth and glory, we will aggravate our sinful karma. 
Bodhisattva cannot approve. Always feel satisfied with what 
you have. Be content in poverty and mindful of the dharma 
teaching. Exercise wisdom in handling your affairs.” 1 

 
Insatiable pursuit of wealth and fame usually aggravates our 
sinful karma. Only when we understand the Truth and 
change delusion into awakening, can we gain the wisdom 
that we long for. 

                                                        
1 八大人覺經第三覺知: “心無厭足, 唯得多求, 增長罪惡, 菩薩不爾, 常念知足, 安貧守

道, 唯慧是業.”  
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7) When facing the ups and downs of life, for example, 

encountering a business tycoon, how should a Buddhist 
react?  
In real life, we are always dealing with realized stages of 
wealth, health, longevity, and family conditions. Some of us 
are very lucky to have everything going smoothly in our lives; 
for others, life is full of setbacks and frustrations. If we do 
not know how to apply the Buddhist principle of causes and 
effects, we would think that the world is so unfair. 
Fortunately, the law of cause and effect in the past, present, 
and future provides a perfect interpretation of our 
encounters in life. 

 
8) Stories of Miraculous Blessings 

Occasionally, we hear that some people feel so lucky to have 
received the Buddha’s protection and a bodhisattva’s 
spiritual manifestation that has cured their chronic diseases. 
We hear similar stories from followers of other religions as 
well. For example, some Christian patients have reported 
that their recurring illness suddenly disappeared after pious 
prayers to Jesus Christ. Even their doctors were bewildered. 
 
Different religions respond variously to these cases. 
Buddhists know that we shall not judge who is right and 
who is wrong. We shall not debate about the possibility of 
miracles. When we hear believers of another religion say 
that contrition and prayer generate benefits, we should not 
feel jealous or doubtful. Rather, we should recognize the 
merit of rejoicing in the progress of others in Buddhism. 
When everyone feels joyful for others, believers of various 



23. How Can Buddhist Theories Engage Modern Life? 

207 
 

religions will increase mutual respect rather than mutual 
antagonism. This will surely help formulating a harmonious 
society and promoting world peace. 

 
The enumerated examples of daily life demonstrate the 
Buddhist answer to dealing with the ups and downs of life, 
which is to maintain balance. When we contemplate the 
different categories of everyday life with reference to Buddhism, 
we know that everything could be reasonably explained. 
 
 


