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ATHOUSANDLIVES AWAY 

WINSTON L. KING 

With a Preface by 

EDWARD CONZE 

Burmese Buddhism is an ancient, multi­
faceted religion set in a traditional, 

isolated culture now attempting to adapt 
itself to today's world. Winston King presents 
in this book a detailed and informed picture 
of Buddhism ; through his eyes, Western 
readers gain some understanding of how it is 
seen by its practitioners. 

Burmese Buddhism is a combination of a 
variety of elements: tradi tional orthodoxy; the 
austere, moralistic, Nirvana-seeking Buddh­
ism of the Pali texts which have been made 
familiar by the efforts of a generation of 
Buddhist scholars; and the nat-permeated 
popular and actual Buddhism of practice. 
Mr. King is the first to demonstrate that these 
heterogeneous components form one organic 
whole. He maintains that this unity is 
thoroughly Buddhist in quality, and is an 
integral relationship of concentric and ascend­
ing levels among its various aspects. 

Within contemporary Buddhism the con­
cept of world change rather than world 
permanence is being given prime importance. 
As a consequence, the traditional cosmology 
is being modified and other new tensions are 
resulting from the impact of Christianity, 
modern science, and European social ideals. 
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In its uneven and often ingenious way, 
Buddhism is trying to meet the contemporary 
world on its own terms by demonstrating its 
completely scientific character. 

With regard to the place of Buddha in 
Buddhism the following question arises: Is 
the Buddha mere man, savior, or God? 
Despite the orthodox Theravada Buddhist 
insistence upon the strictly human quality of 
the Buddha, the author believes that in 
actual practice a considerable degree of per­
sonal veneration, sense of presence, and a 
saviorhood creep in. 

A hitherto largely latent struggle between 
monks and laymen now tends to manifest 
itself. It involves the "fundamentalism" of 
the monks, the semi-magical practices of the 
lay gaings (secret societies), secular social 

, reformism, and the new meditational tech­
niques now being practiced by laymen. The 
new meditational development stresses the 
direct (or "dry-visioned") way to Nirvanic 
peace in this life, as contrasted to the more 
intricate and traditional way of trance­
states. Especially geared as it is to the needs 
of those who have no abstruse meditative 
skills, the new meditation is widely popular. 

In an appendix the author gives an account 
of his own brief meditational experience in 
the International Meditation Center in 
Rangoon. 

Winston L. King is Professor of the History 
of Religions, Vanderbilt University, and the 
author of several books on Buddhism. 
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