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The religious left: substantial contributions but weak at its base. An interview
with Robert Wuthnow

RW recently interviewed (by email) prominent sociologist Robert Wuthnow about his new book,
The Religious Left: What It Does and What It Can Do Better (New York University Press, $30).
Wuthnow looks at how, despite its current low visibility, the religious left’s contributions have
been substantial, though not always successful.

RW: You write about how there is
something of a paradox about the religious
left. It has fewer numbers as far as activists
and sympathizers—especially compared to
the religious right—yet it shows an
inclusiveness that gives it some impact. Can
you explain that?

Wuthnow: I’'m not sure that I would call it
a paradox. Religious left organizations have
long understood that their numbers among
congregations were miniscule compared to
those of the religious right. Knowing that,
religious left organizations have found it
effective to partner with interfaith
organizations and secular organizations.
After all, much of the work that religious
left organizations do is specialized—
international debt relief, affordable housing,
climate change, gun reform, and so on—
and thus benefits from the multiple kinds of
expertise that diverse networks provide.
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RW: The issue of a lack of numbers behind religious left activism has been a longtime concern
and has often been associated with a disconnect between mainline clergy and their more
conservative members. Do you see this as a deep-rooted problem, or has it been changing in
recent years?

Wuthnow: Polls today consistently show that mainline members lean Republican and
conservative on many issues, compared with mainline clergy who—being better educated on
average and more attuned to social issues—tend to lean more toward Democrats and progressive
issues. Mainline members in the most recent polls are registering dissatisfaction with the Trump
administration, though, suggesting that there may be a convergence of sorts between members
and clergy.

RW: How might the fact that the mainline denominations have faced a fairly large exodus of
members over issues of sexuality and gender change that dynamic, perhaps creating a stronger
core of activists and sympathizers who remain in congregations?

Wuthnow: This is an important and often overlooked fact about mainline denominations. As
conservative members have decamped (think especially of Presbyterians and Methodists), those
remaining tend to weigh more on the progressive side. More important than the overall rank-and-
file membership, though, are the relatively few yet influential congregations that selectively
attract progressive activists and thus have an
outsized influence.

2

RW: What role do you think that social media
has played in the impact of religious Ileft
activism in recent years?

Wuthnow: Social media has been incredibly
important for religious left activism, just as it
has been for the religious right. Social media
enables the diverse, often geographically remote
networks through which religious left activism
functions to be more effective. This happens at
local and regional as well as national levels and
functions for both single-issue and multi-issue
organizations.

RW: When you map the religious left landscape
today, you see “hub congregations,” but more
prominently, networks, special purpose
organizations, and coalitions outside of
congregations that are replacing the Washington
offices of denominations. Could you expand on
this? 7L
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Wuthnow: The Washington offices of denominations are still important but burdened with thick
denominational bureaucratic layers that delay and complicate effective social activism. Advocacy
hubs, networks, and coalitions are distinctively more agile. Like a complex electrical network,
they can channel resources toward new issues and new initiatives. They also bring together the
more specialized expertise required today that clergy alone usually lack.

RW: From your case studies on creation care and gun control, you find that coalitions that
brought together religious left and religious right activists and voters were particularly effective.
Do you see that as becoming more uncommon, especially in a polarized society like ours?

Wuthnow: Actually, these kinds of left-and-right coalitions —or at least loose partnerships—may
be more common at this moment than in the past because of progressive evangelicals resisting
Trump administration policies.

RW: In your chapter on pro-choice activism after Roe vs. Wade was struck down in 2022, you
found a wave of religious activism that showed success in several states. You write that it was the
religious left partnership with secular advocacy groups that was an influential factor in that
success. Are such religious-secular alliances more likely in the future?

Wuthnow: What I found was that secular activists led the way and drew in religious activists
specifically to add a moral voice and counter religious right claims. Additionally, those were big
money campaigns because of the reproductive rights claims at issue. Big money is very likely to
be decisive in future issues.

RW: Finally, with the current split in the Democratic Party between radicals and centrists, do
you see these divisions playing out within the religious left and, if so, what might this mean for
its future?

Wuthnow: It’s a mistake to draw tight comparisons between the Democratic Party and religious
left activism. The religious left is more diverse in terms of advocating for specialized issues,
more decentralized, more agile, and much less concerned with winning elections.

Protestant postliberalism’s disappearing act in seminaries and what comes

next

Protestant “postliberalism,” marked by its critique of liberal theology, is a diminishing presence
in mainline Protestantism, leaving the field open for postcolonial and liberationist theologies to
dominate seminaries, writes Dale Coulter in his newsletter The Protestant Mind (August 11). The
theology emerged in the 1970s and took off in the 1980s, with Yale becoming its unofficial
headquarters, starting its decline only in the early 2000s. Two of Protestant postliberalism’s
remaining major spokespersons, Stanley Hauerwas and George Hunsinger, are in their 80s, and
even the younger theologians influenced by postliberal Protestantism, such as Katherine
Sonderegger, Kathryn Tanner, Ephraim Radner, and Joseph Mangina, “represent the end of its
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influence as a distinct school of thought,” Coulter adds. He writes that it was a form of populism
that challenged the prevailing wisdom of liberalism, rationalism, and scientism.

He writes that “The postliberal migration from
a political and cultural descriptor to a
theological one was seen as early as the 1970s
under theologians such as Hans Frei and
George Lindbeck [who argued for] pre-critical
interpretations of scripture that took the
biblical text seriously as a unified narrative
rather than a patchwork of pericopes stitched
together from different sources.” Probably the
most significant impact of postliberal
Protestantism was its preservation of an
evangelical catholicism within the mainline,
acting as the “last guardrail” against a loss of
doctrinal orthodoxy. Coulter concludes that
while there are important exceptions, three
broad areas will likely dominate mainline
seminaries: “Cultural theologies that
encompass social ethics, liberationist, and
postcolonial critiques of empire; relational
theology, which is a newer category that
moves from process theism to open theism;
and comparative theologies that engage in an George Lindbeck
interdisciplinary analysis of the history of

religions.”

(The Protestant Mind, https://protestantmind.com/p/the-passing-of-postliberal-protestantism)

Christian Zionism thriving, drawing on other traditions besides

dispensationalism

Christian Zionism has started to shift away from dispensationalism, the doctrinal framework
holding to a premillennial return of Christ and the place of Israel in biblical prophecy, to other
theological perspectives, writes Dale Coulter in his newsletter, The Protestant Mind (August 25).
While surveys find that about three quarters of evangelicals retain a positive view of Israel
(which often includes a premillennial outlook), younger generations of evangelicals increasingly
have a less favorable view of Israel and dispensationalism. Yet Coulter notes that the network of
Christian Zionist organizations and their continuing political activism is growing and becoming
more diversified. These networks and organizations range from the largest Christian Zionist
group, Christians United for Israel (with 10 million members), with a large Pentecostal-
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Charismatic following, to the older International Christian Embassy Jerusalem and International
Fellowship of Christians and Jews.

While this network largely consists of Pentecostals, Charismatics, Baptists, and independent
Bible churches, Coulter points to new kinds of Christian Zionist groups that include “progressive
dispensationalists” that place more of an emphasis on the church as having “ethnic, national, and
corporate identities, which has its counterpart in ethnic, national, and corporate Israel. The
ongoing existence of Jews and the creation of the nation of Israel reinforce the church’s identity
as such.” Dallas Theological Seminary, still the home of dispensationalism, has some faculty
espousing the more progressive form, as seen in its starting a Jewish studies program to promote
more understanding and dialogue. Coulter also sees a “Covenantal Zionism” gaining ground, led
by Anglican theologian Gerald McDermott and Messianic Jewish theologians such as Mark
Kinzer. For this camp, God’s covenant with Israel remains in effect, and this includes its
development in Rabbinic Judaism. Their teaching on the concept of the “body of Christ” means
the one body of the messiah in Jewish and Gentile expressions. Comparing these expressions to
different rites in the Catholic Church, Kinzer referred to it as a “bilateral ecclesiology,” in which
Christ-believing Jews retain their Judaism, including following Torah, while Gentiles develop
their distinctive assemblies.

The shift in the theological ground of the movement can be seen in Susan Michael’s recent
booklet Christian Zionism, drawing on McDermott’s theology to establish the theological basis
for her position. The final school of Christian Zionism is related to the “Christian realism” of
Reinhold Niebuhr, which sees the Jewish state as a bulwark against antisemitism and affirms
Israel’s status as a democracy and a strategic anchor in world politics furthering America’s
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national interest. “In the final analysis, the establishment of a Jewish state was a ‘miracle’ in the
sense that it was a convergence of historical forces that gestured toward the presence of God in
history.” Coulter adds that the reaction to the growth of Christian Zionism can be seen in the
growth of “hard supersessionist” views, holding that the church fully replaces Israel and the
spiritual standing of the Jews. This school can veer into antisemitism, as seen among hard-line
Reformed Christian nationalists like Joel Webbon, who condemn “Judeo-Christian” concepts of
American society. Prominent Christian nationalists, such as Douglas Wilson (who are also hard
supersessionists), have stood against Webbon and others of like mind by issuing the recent
Antioch Declaration condemning antisemitism.

(The Protestant Mind, https://protestantmind.com/p/christian-zionism-embattled-but-still-vital)

CURRENT RESEARCH

e A new study finds that while American teenagers and young adults use digital media
constantly to find comfort, explore belief, and stay connected across every tradition, these
digital resources supplement rather than supplant in-person communities and the trusted
people—faith leaders, parents, peers—they still turn to for guidance. The survey, conducted
by the Center for Scholars & Storytellers at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA),
looked at how American adolescents and young adults relate spirituality, religion, and digital
media. Funded by the Templeton World Charity Foundation, the study was based on 24 focus
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groups with 86 participants aged 14-24 and a national survey of 2,001 respondents aged 16-24.
Ninety-seven percent of religious young people and 80 percent of non-religious young people
reported having been “spiritually moved, inspired, or comforted” by online content; 67 percent
of religious young people and 78 percent of non-religious young people said this content had
helped them discover new ideas or practices; and 68 percent of religious young people said they
had connected with peers through it. But more than 60 percent of religious young people
reported that their practice remained “rooted in traditional settings” or combined in-person
gatherings with digital media, and that family and community leaders remained their primary
spiritual guides, while online scholars, Al chatbots and searches ranked lowest. Nearly 80
percent nonetheless used faith apps at least occasionally.

Authenticity in the representations of spiritual or religious traditions, people, or communities is
located more in online expressions than on television or film for these young people. Religious
and non-religious young people are consuming a significant amount of religious and spiritual
content online. “About 50 percent of religious respondents said that at least half of the media (i.e.
music, social media, online videos, TV shows, movies, etc.) they consume is religious or
spiritual.” But the study also revealed “a strong desire from teens—and clear opportunities for
creators—to establish safe online communities,” notes Elizabeth Kivowitz (Phys.org,
August 18). Only 23-29 percent of religious and 11 percent of non-religious respondents
reported a strong online faith community, and 55-58 percent wished creators would build one.

(The report on The Future of Faith: Young People, Media, & Spirituality can be downloaded
from the website of the UCLA Center for Scholars & Storytellers: https://
www.scholarsandstorytellers.com/future-of-faith)

e A new survey finds that about half of American Jews have experienced antisemitism since
the October 7 attack—a larger number than usually reported. At a preconference on
antisemitism at the
meeting of the American
Sociological Association
in early August, attended
by RW, Ira Sheskin of the
University of Miami
presented a paper based
on a survey he conducted
for the Combat
Antisemitism Movement
of 1,060 Jews who were
involved in a synagogue
or other Jewish
organization or who were
online with the Jewish
community. His survey
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showed a more significant effect of the October 7 attack than other surveys. Previous studies on
antisemitism and October 7, such as by the Anti-Defamation League (ADL), have reported on
the number of incidents believed to be antisemitic. Sheskin’s approach looked at the impact
rather than single incidents of antisemitism. He gave the example of antisemitic graffiti being
written on a Hillel building on a college campus; it is reported as one incident yet it can have an
impact on 2,000 Jewish students. Using that measure, Sheskin found that one in four Jewish
college students reported being made to feel uncomfortable in class by their instructors. Outside
of colleges, one in four did not go to Jewish events because of fear of antisemitic attacks.
Sheskin adds that males, Orthodox, those Jews involved in religious life, and Republicans
reported experiencing the most antisemitism in the past year and that this effect declined with
age.

e The October 7 attacks and the subsequent war in Gaza and the Middle East have
somewhat paradoxically led to an increase of interest and conversions to Judaism, with
such religious transitions marked by personal seeking and a quest for a sense of
community, according to a study by Lina Liederman of the Wolff Institute of Oxford. In a
paper presented at the New York meeting of the Association for the Sociology of Religion, which
RW attended, Liederman found that these conversions were not primarily a reaction to current
events. Rather, they were the result of a long search starting well before October 7 and marked
by questioning and interest in the practices of prayer, Shabbat observance, study, holiday
celebrations, and participation in communal life. The study, which was based on 19 qualitative
interviews and 14 conversion statements for these converts, and not on a random sample of
converts, did show that October 7 served as a catalyst, with “the attacks and their aftermath,
including the rise in antisemitism, [accelerating] existing journeys and [strengthening]
participants' determination to continue their spiritual exploration and journey towards Judaism,”
Liederman writes.

The converts tended to value the
feeling of welcome and acceptance
within Jewish communities, which
was particularly significant for
LGBTQ+ participants and others
who had experienced
marginalization. These converts
also found themselves having
difficult conversations with family
members, questions surrounding
Israel and the war in Gaza,
concerns about acceptance within
the broader Jewish world, and
anxieties about whether they
would be viewed as fully Jewish.
But Liederman finds that they didn’t regret their decisions to convert. While these converts
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unequivocally supported Israel’s right to exist, many also said they were troubled about the
humanitarian toll of the war in Gaza.

(For more on this study, visit: https://www.woolf.cam.ac.uk/blog/becoming-jewish-after-
october-7-religious-seeking-belonging-and-commitment)

e Anti-Muslim sentiment is stronger than at any point in the recent past, with politics
driving much of this rise in prejudice through 2026, according to data from the Center for
the Study of Organized Hate (CSOH). Last April, CSOH documented how 89 elected officials
assembled a coordinated anti-Muslim campaign over 13 months, publishing 1,111 social media
posts, introducing eight bills, and forming a Sharia-Free America Caucus that grew to 65
members. These campaigns draw on theories about Muslim religious practices, mosques, and the
supposed imposition of “Sharia law,” “all reinforcing a broader narrative of an impending
Muslim takeover.” These narratives and sentiments have “escalated in successive waves. Abdul
El-Sayed’s victory in Michigan’s Democratic Senate primary on August 4 produced the most
concentrated wave of the summer. In the seven days that followed, posts targeting El-Sayed with
anti-Muslim prejudice rose to 20 times their pre-primary rate, while overall anti-Muslim posts on
X reached their highest single-day total since June 1,” according to the center’s report.

Anti-Muslim posts naming El-Sayed averaged 155 a day between June 1 and August 3. Between
August 4 and 10 they averaged 3,099 a day, an increase of 2,944. The 21,690 posts recorded
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between August 4 and 10 accounted for 56.7 percent of all 38,280 anti-Islamic posts targeting El-
Sayed since January 1. The content of the posts revolved around allegations of terrorism and El-
Sayed’s connections to Hamas, Hezbollah and the Muslim Brotherhood, often describing him as
“an Islamic jihadist.” The content also included El-Sayed’s alleged dual loyalty to America and
Islam and that he plans to impose Islamic law (sharia), leading to an Islamic takeover.
Remigration of Muslims and banning Islam in the U.S. were also common themes. CSOH
observed a closely similar pattern during New York City’s Democratic mayoral elections last
year, when Zohran Mamdani’s candidacy drew the same combination of terrorism allegations,
Sharia-takeover claims, and dual-loyalty framing. The report concludes that these patterns of
anti-Muslim sentiment “are likely to intensify as the 2026 midterm election campaign
progresses.”

(For more on this analysis, visit; https://www.csohate.org/2026/08/12/abdul-el-sayed-
islamophobia/)

e About one-third of Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) meetings take place in houses of worship,
but they tend to be in areas with a large mainline Protestant presence, writes Ryan Burge
in his newsletter Graphs about Religion (August 3). Scraping data from websites along with
the 2020 Religion Census, Burge finds that in general the connection between AA and meetings
in churches is “largely idiosyncratic, probably based on some relationships that existed decades
ago between AA organizers and local religious leaders and that has just carried on throughout the
years.” But he does find that the counties that have the highest share of church-based AA
meetings had the lowest share of evangelicals in the local area (although his data set does not

include either coast).
Share of AA Meetings Held in Churches, by County

While church-based AA
meetings were less
common in deeply
evangelical counties, if a
county had a greater
share of mainline
Protestants it likely had a
higher percentage of
Alcoholics Anonymous
meetings being held in
churches, synagogues, or
mosques. It may be the
case that evangelical
churches tend to be
“larger, programmatic
institutions with
controlled access to their
facilities, whereas
mainline congregations

In-person meetings only. Scraped from 24 AA intergroup websites, June 2025.
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often have underutilized fellowship halls and a long tradition of opening their doors to
community groups.”

The difference also points to theological differences, with mainline Protestantism historically
emphasizing social gospel work and community service while evangelicals focus on evangelism
and personal devotion. Burge adds that “The infrastructure of secular recovery in evangelical
areas may simply be more developed. Cities like Dallas and Miami have large networks of AA
clubhouses —member-owned secular spaces built specifically for recovery meetings—which
emerged precisely because church space wasn’t as readily available. The absence of AA in
churches doesn’t necessarily mean less AA; it may mean the recovery community built its own
parallel infrastructure.” Burge has his doubts about whether it may be possible for the AA
community to move its meetings to these other gathering spaces in the face of rapid mainline
decline.

e Canadians raised by atheist parents are now the least likely of any cohort to ‘“switch”
their worldviews during their lifetimes, according to a recent book by veteran Canadian
sociologist of religion, Reginald Bibby. The Vancouver Sun (August 7) cites Bibby’s book, The
Canadian Transformation: Social Trends 1975 to 2025, as showing that only 1 in 10 Canadians
have switched from a non-religious upbringing to becoming “religious.” Bibby finds that 25
percent of adults are now atheists and 15 percent are agnostics—a massive shift from when
Bibby first asked Canadians in 1975 if they believed in God. Back then more than 83 percent
said they did. The proportion who believes in God, or a higher power, has now dropped to about
half, reports journalist Douglas Todd. “In the late 1980s, when I began writing about religion and
ethics for The Vancouver Sun,” he adds, “only 16 percent of Canadians said they ‘never’ attended
a religious service. By last year the figure had soared to 54 percent.”

Social {rends
1975-2025
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In trying to answer why institutional religion has declined so fast in Canada, Todd cites the
statistics in Bibby’s book showing that, whereas in 1975 one in four parents “never” had their
children take part in Sunday school or other “religious instructions,” that proportion had
mushroomed to three in four by 2025. Bibby concludes that “Religious beliefs, like all ideas,
require social sources to be instilled and maintained. The obvious idea is that if all Canadians of
all ages are decreasingly involved in religious groups, beliefs are going to decrease accordingly.”
Yet Bibby also sees signs of religious interest if not vitality: 7 in 10 Canadians continue to
believe in near-death experiences, and one in two are convinced of life after death. Even though
the numbers are down, almost half of Canadians believe in extrasensory perception and that a
person can have contact with the spirit world. Bibby also found that 81 percent still think about
the purpose of life.

e Disaffiliation is not unbelief in Chile,
where 51 percent of people aged 18 to
34 no longer identify with a religion,
compared with 19 percent in 2006, but
55 percent of these unaffiliated
individuals still believe in God and 67
percent say they have their own way of
connecting with Him. The statistical data
is summarized in an article by Arturo
Galarce in the newspaper El Pais (August
22), data that was collected over the past
two years through the 2024 census and the
Encuesta Bicentenario (Bicentennial
Survey) of the Pontifical Catholic
University of Chile. Only a third of those
between 18 and 34 now identify as
Catholic, while 19 percent identify as
Protestant in this age group (and 17
percent of the total population do so, with
a more stable percentage than the
Catholics over the past 20 years).
According to Maureen Neckelmann, a
sociologist with the Interdisciplinary
Program in Religious Studies at the
Pontifical Catholic University, people—
and young people in particular—are Iglesia de San Ignacio in Santiago
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cultivating individualized spiritual forms.
She explains that the decisive change concerns authority over belief, with what was once
followed as doctrine turning into a path chosen by the individual.

12
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She suggests that what may look inconsistent from outside has an individual consistency: asked
about their beliefs, people will construct a coherent account combining different elements. The
article also quotes René Gallardo and Rodrigo Navarrete (Institute of Psychology at the
Universidad Austral de Chile), who have conducted research on holistic therapists in the south.
They identified a search for fulfilment, an emphasis on empowerment, and wariness towards
institutions, with each individual responsible for his own well-being. They label as therapeutic
spiritualities those practices which combine a spiritual explanation with techniques aimed at
relieving physical or emotional difficulties.

(Results of the 2025 Bicentennial Survey about religion: https://encuestabicentenario.uc.cl/
content/uploads/2025/11/Bicentenario2025_Religion.pdf. The most recent article by Gallardo-
Vergara and Navarrete-Saavedra is “Holistic spiritual therapists in Chilean Patagonia: Seeking
alternatives to traditional religiosity and conventional medicine,” Journal for the Study of
Spirituality, 2026 —first online June 9: https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/yjss20)

e Israeli military operations are increasingly named for biblical and sacred events and
themes, especially those conflicts involving Palestinians and other external enemies,
according to Vurul Kaptan of the University of Heidelberg. In a paper presented at the annual
meeting of the American Sociological Association, which met in New York in early August and
was attended by RW, Kaptan studied 158 Israeli military operations from 1948 to 2025. He
found that one-third of IDF operations have sacred or biblical names, such as “Gideon.” Kaptan
found that the most biblical and sacred names were used in the founding years, from 1948—1969.

13
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Then the names of operations took on a more secular nature during the years of occupation, from
1969 to 1999. The post-Oslo accord years, from 2000 to the present, have shown a revival of the
use of biblical and sacred names, such as the “War of Revival” for the present conflict with
Hamas. That both the founding and the post-Oslo periods more frequently saw biblical and
sacred names culturally appropriated or repurposed, usually for contested operations involving
other states to give them greater legitimacy, which was not necessary during intra-state conflicts
during the occupation, Kaptan argues.

Buddhist diplomacy not only a tool for major states

The use of Buddhism in foreign policy is practiced not only by China and India but also by
smaller states like Bhutan and Singapore, writes Jack Meng-Tat Chia in The Diplomat
(August 5). The article looks at how “China has positioned itself as a center of Mahayana
Buddhist civilization, sponsoring international Buddhist forums, restoring sacred sites, and
weaving Buddhist heritage into its Belt and Road Initiative,” while India emphasizes its role as
the birthplace of Buddhism (in pilgrimages and relics lent abroad). Bhutan, the world’s only
official Vajrayana Buddhist kingdom, embeds Buddhism in its monarchy and national identity,
using it to safeguard its sovereignty between India and China. It also uses it to strengthen ties
with Thailand through royal exchanges and initiatives like the Gelephu Mindfulness City project,
a special administrative region that aims to build a Singapore-inspired economic hub aiming at
“Mindful Prosperity” while maintaining the ethos of Bhutanese culture (South China Morning
Post, Nov. 25, 2025).

14
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“Buddhism serves as a shared cultural and symbolic language through which the two Buddhist
monarchies deepen their bilateral relations,” Chia writes. The famous concept of “Gross National
Happiness” is linked to the desire of preserving Buddhist culture as well. Singapore, secular and
multireligious, instead uses Buddhist heritage as a diplomatic tool for enhancing the country’s
relevance by connecting Asian powers. This has been illustrated by monk Hong Choon’s
networks in Thailand and China, and also by the former Singaporean minister for Foreign Affairs
from 2004 to 2011, George Yeo, himself a practicing Catholic, advocating for the revival of
Nalanda University. In addition, the author mentions Singapore’s museums as actors in Buddhist
diplomacy (e.g., the upcoming Dunhuang exhibition at the Asian Civilizations Museum,
organized in collaboration with the Dunhuang Academy in China). Chia concludes that small-
state Buddhist diplomacy has no single model, adapting actors and heritage to different political
contexts.

(Gelephu Mindfulness City website: https://gmc.bt/; free download of Jack Meng-Tat Chia (ed.),
Figures of Buddhist Diplomacy in Modern Asia, Bloomsbury Academic, 2026: https://
www.bloomsburycollections.com/monograph?docid=b-9781350536739)

Findings & Footnotes

™ ti f the J I of Global Buddhi
B The current issue of the Journal of Global Buddhism JOURNAL OF

(27:1) features a symposium on Buddhism and sexual FIReY:TAM:IDI 15
abuse, suggesting that this topic has assumed critical and
global proportions in Buddhist circles. The published
symposium is based on a conference that took place at
Northwestern University in 2024, the first ever gathering of
academics, lawyers, instructors, survivors, and advocates
on that issue. The international focus and makeup of the
conference reflected the global nature of the abuse crisis in
Buddhism. Especially instrumental in organizing the

conference and the whole movement addressing this issue
has been the support group, Connecting Survivors of Guru
and Teacher Abuse, founded in 2021 and the only support organization for survivors of abuse coming out
Buddhist communities. The talks published in this issue look at abuse within specific traditions, such as
Vajrayana Buddhism, and how their practices and teachings may lend themselves toward abuse even as
practitioners turn to the tradition itself to address such abuses. For instance, the Vajrayana emphasis on
“pure perception” may silence critics, and its hierarchy might allow stark power imbalances that force
disciples to comply with even unreasonable demands from gurus. In response, survivors and advocates
in such places as Bhutan and Malaysia cite the Buddhist principle of non-harm and respect for all beings,
as they fight such abuse. Other published talks include discussions of sexual abuse in monasteries,
especially the vulnerability of novices from low-income, rural families, and the legal dimensions of
addressing abuse. For more information on this issue, visit: https://www.globalbuddhism.org/
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