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4 The Boisi Center Report

On February 5, 2003 Professor

Paul Osterman from the Sloan

School of Management at MIT spoke

before a diverse audience about his

new book  Gathering Power: Re-build-
ing Progressive Politics in America
(Beacon Press, 2003).  The book is a

product of nearly ten years of work

with the Southwest Industrial Areas

Foundation, a grass roots organiza-

tion that has empowered church

communities and their largely poor

and traditionally disenfranchised

members to use and expand their

political power. Two of the distinctive

aspects of the IAF, apart from its

political successes, are the

way that it draws upon

church communities,

rather than individuals, in

order to build the organiza-

tion, and the way that it

connects to religious ideas

and values as a motive for

political participation.

Osterman sees the gather-

ing and wielding of power

by these communities as a

leading illustration of what

has disappeared from, and needs to

be recaptured by, progressive politics

in the United States. He argues that

the progressive movement suffers

from declining participation by peo-

ple below the median income distri-

bution. These people have been

turned off from the current political

style that is increasingly biased

towards the wealthy with a focus on

the “message” rather than substance.

Osterman argues that the solution to

this dilemma is to work harder on

effective local political mobilization

and to increase the opportunities

that poor and working people have to

learn about and participate in poli-

tics.  The IAF, he argues, provides an

example of how progressives can re-

engage by learning how to practice

politics. 

Faith Based Efforts Increase Political Participation Among the Lower Classes

On March 12, 2003 the Boisi

Center hosted a lunch seminar

with Professor John Makransky of

the Theology department at Boston

College. Makransky, who teaches

comparative theology and Buddhism,

is also an associate teacher, or lama,

with the Lama Surya Das’Dzogchen

Foundation, and directs the program

for Vajrayana Studies at the Barre

Center for Buddhist Studies. His

talk, titled “How Buddhist Doctrine

of Skillful Means Supports

Transnational Buddhist Expansion

and Adaptation” focused on the doc-

trine of Skillful Means in the

Mahayana tradition of Buddhism, a

tradition that also encompasses Zen,

Pureland, and Tibetan forms of

Buddhism.

Buddhists seek to help people

enter a path of discernment that will

ultimately bring them to wisdom and

compassion. A central belief is that

most people are caught in a state of

continual suffering because they are

trapped in desires that focus on an

unchanging self in relation to nature,

as opposed to a more realistic view of

nature that is always being created in

each moment. The process of dis-

cernment for Buddhists involves

realizing how one is caught up in

those desires, and in so doing, catch-

ing glimpses of the emptiness that is

inherent in the nature of things. The

realization of this emptiness is nec-

essary to objectively see one’s own

suffering in a way that brings wis-

dom and compassion.

The doctrine of Skillful Means

justifies the adaptation of Buddhist

principles to the needs of various cul-

tural contexts in order to help people

enter a path that will lead to greater

discernment. According to

Makransky, this doctrine helps

account for the proliferation of popu-

lar Buddhist-related forms and prac-

tices such as Zen gardening, medita-

tion centers, the growth of Budhhist

themes in self help books and mental

health forums, and the popularity of

yoga videos. Makransky sees the doc-

trine of Skillful Means as authorizing

various means of bringing people

into a relationship with Buddhism

which will hopefully lead to a curios-

ity about its sources and a deepening

of understanding. At its foundation,

it emphasizes responding to individ-

ual and cultural needs with wisdom

and compassion, as an exemplar of

Buddhist principles.
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In the last thirty years, the American

religious landscape has changed dra-

matically as the result of increased

immigration from non-European coun-

tries. This in turn has introduced a far

more diverse range of religious world-

views into American culture, including

those from Buddhist, Hindu, and

Islamic traditions to name a few.  On

March  26th, Grove Harris, the project

director of the Pluralism Project at

Harvard Divinity School came to the

Boisi Center.  She discussed the ongo-

ing goal of this research enterprise: to

map and document part of this chang-

ing landscape and make these

resources available to the larger schol-

arly community via publications and

their website.  Developed by Diana L.

Eck, Professor of Comparative Religion

and Indian studies at Harvard Divinity School, the

Pluralism Project has been collecting information on

minority, non-Christian religious groups in the US for

over a decade. It has focused particularly on the newer

immigrant religious communities, and has attempted to

locate and map Islamic centers and mosques, Hindu and

Buddhist temples, and meditation centers in virtually

every major American city. Eck believes that the way in

which Americans of all faiths begin to engage with one

another in shaping a positive pluralism is one of the

most important questions American society faces in the

years ahead.                                               

At this luncheon, which was particularly aimed at

undergraduate and graduate students interested in 

Mapping Non-Western Religious Diversity in America

Continued on page  5
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Yet  in the 1970’s and 80’s the increased social mobility


