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Spreading the Buddha’s Teachings Today: Thailand’s International Meditation 

Centers as Sites of Missionization 

Brooke Schedneck 

Institute of Southeast Asian Affairs, Chiangmai University 

 

Buddhism has become popular on an unprecedented global level in recent years due to its 

perceived message of peace and benefits of its meditation and mindfulness practices 

(Schedneck 2015, Wilson 2014). The consequences and results of this international 

appeal, however, have not been sufficiently understood. Scholars of religious studies pay 

attention to the ways Buddhists have missionized and engaged with religious others 

through textual, historical (Elverskog 2011; Harris 2013; Jayatilleke 1975; Makransky 

2003), or theological approaches (Schmidt-Leukel 2007; Kiblinger 2005). However, 

anthropological approaches of Buddhist responses and attitudes towards religious others 

are less prominent. Because of this, knowledge of Asian Buddhist monastics’ central role 

in creating and maintaining the global popular image of Buddhism has been obscured. 

Without anthropological perspectives Buddhist missionization appears to be a historical 

phenomenon that only spreads Buddhism outside of Asia. However, Buddhism also 

interacts on the international stage in its homelands through foreign audiences interacting 

with the tradition while traveling. Through analyzing the individual efforts of local 

Buddhist monks to spread their religion without leaving their temple, this research pushes 

the boundaries of Buddhist studies scholarship concerning missionization and 

globalization. Instead of distinguishing between Buddhism abroad and Buddhism at 

home, this work looks at the convergences of these two. From this unique context, we can 

understand both the ways the tradition creatively adapts and, more broadly, how Buddhist 

missionizing attempts in Thailand serve as an avenue for recognizing the dynamic 

interplay of religion and globalization.  

 

Missionization continues to be a dynamic force shaping the modern international 

perception and appeal of this religion. Buddhists continue to missionize in distinct ways 

by building on historical models, such as a concern with bringing knowledge and 

spreading teachings as opposed to formal conversion and renunciation of previous 
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religious beliefs. Buddhists in Thailand have recently introduced new strategies, such as 

creating opportunities for non-Buddhists to participate in a meditation retreat, join a 

Buddhist community and allowing volunteers to teach English in a temple setting. With 

this as my topic, this research’s main goal is to investigate missionizing in contemporary 

Thai Buddhism. I will be exploring this through the context of international meditation 

centers in Thailand, looking at meditation teachers as modern day missionaries.1 When 

Thai Buddhists interact with the international community they are not just responding to 

interest from outsiders but instead are actively helping to shape the international appeal 

of their religion. In this way the international meditation center becomes a site of 

missionization as well as a way to understand the logic of Thai Buddhism, shedding light 

on how Thai Buddhism works in practice with strategies of action that are able to both 

attract a modern international audience as well as be rooted in the history and teachings 

of the tradition.  

 

Mission within Theravāda Buddhism 

Along with Christianity and Islam, religious studies scholars have recognized Buddhism 

as one of the three missionary religions. My project connects this premodern missionary 

intent with contemporary trends and adaptations utilizing tourism as an avenue for 

spreading the teaching. I approach missionizing through the lens of how Buddhists 

themselves have discussed this, through metaphors of ‘spreading out,’ sharing, building 

compassion, and hoping to make Buddhism present in the world, rather than looking at 

similarities and differences with Christian missionary ideologies. The Buddhist missions 

I study are not formal societies in the image of Christian missionaries but ones that seek 

to spread the Buddha’s teachings to curious tourists. In this way bringing tourists into the 

temple, even for an informal chat or to teach English, serves as part of the missionization 

process.  

  

My argument concerns reframing considerations of missionizing within contemporary 

Buddhism in order to recognize that spreading the Buddha’s teachings is a major 

                                                        
1 Parts of this paper are based on my book on the topic of international meditation centers 
in Thailand (Schedneck 2015). 
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motivating factor for Buddhist actors. I am not arguing about an essential element of 

Buddhism that has a missionary essence but stating that certain Buddhist teachings give 

inspiration to monks today in spreading Buddhism. Although Buddhism has been labeled 

as a missionary religion, it is rare for scholarship to analyze the category of mission as it 

applies to Buddhism. For example, there are only two recent works on this topic, the first 

by Walters (1992) and the second by Learman (2005), who both analyze the category of 

missionizing as it relates to the Christian religion. I agree with Learman that Buddhism 

has a different kind of missionary spirit and that we cannot use a Christian idea of the 

phenomenon for Buddhist practices. The few works of anthropological and historical 

scholarship about missionization characterize modern Buddhist missions as either 

monastic networks connected to diasporic and non-Buddhist populations outside of Asia 

(Cheah 2011, Kitiarsa 2010, Van Esterik 1992), or, as civilizing and nationalist 

movements within a Buddhist nation-state (Ashley 2013, Keyes 1993, Tiyavanich 1997, 

Wongprasert 1998) or towards another Buddhist nation-state (Kim 2012). With these 

examples we can see that Buddhism has not been exempt from missions with the goal of 

conversion within contexts of nationalism and colonialism. However, this is not the case 

in Thailand’s international meditation centers, or in missionizing to religious others 

outside of Asia. In this way we can see the power dynamics at play here and how we 

must attend to the particular religious others when we look at Buddhist strategies of 

missionizing. 

 

However, none of these works consider ways local Buddhist monks can be missionaries 

in their home soil and how within globalization this paradoxically means they do not 

have to travel anywhere. Buddhist studies scholars tend to think of Buddhism as either 

located in Asia or moving out towards the West but it is also important to look at the 

ways Buddhism interacts on the international stage in its homelands through foreign 

audiences engaging with the tradition while traveling. Because of this, I am advocating 

for a broader conception of missionizing that can incorporate Buddhism within 

globalization. In the same way definitions of religion had to be expanded to include 

Buddhism, so do our ideas of missionization so that they don’t have to include the goal of 

conversion, or within globalization, even travel to a foreign country. 
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Historically, missionization projects included building stupas and powerful Buddha 

images. In addition to establishing monasteries abroad in major cities like London and 

Los Angeles, Thai Buddhists have established a new context for missionizing in Thailand 

that takes advantage of globalization and religious tourism. These new strategies create 

opportunities for non-Buddhist travelers to Thailand to join a meditation retreat, 

demonstrating that missionization continues to be a dynamic force shaping modern Thai 

Buddhism. I will discuss this through examples of both of historical resources within 

Buddhist teachings for missionizing as well as modern strategies of missionization.  

 

I will first discuss the historical context of Buddhism as a missionary religion giving 

three examples from authoritative texts including the Pāli  Canon, the Visuddhimagga, 

and the Thai-Pāli  Chanting Book. Next I will move on to consider international 

meditation centers in Thailand as sites of missionization looking at the context of these 

centers as well as the demographics of participants and missionary motivations of the 

teachers. I argue that translation is a significant method through which Buddhism is 

spread to new audiences in these sites. Lastly I will consider the effects of these 

translation and missionizing efforts with some examples of transnational Thai Buddhist 

networks that have formed as a result of these international meditation centers.  

 

Historical Examples of Missionization 

The most important quote, which has indicated Buddhism as a missionary religion is as 

follows: 

 “Walk, monks, on tour for the blessings of the manyfolk, for the happiness of the 
 manyfolk, out of compassion for the world, for the welfare, the blessing, and the 
 happiness of devas and men. Let not two (of you) go by one (way). Monks, teach 
 dhamma that is lovely at the beginning, lovely at the middle, and lovely at the end 
 . . . There are beings with little dust in their eyes, who, not hearing Dhamma, are 
 decaying, (but) if they are learners of dhamma, they will grow.” 
 (Vinaya I: 21 (Mahavagga) translated by IB Horner) 

 

This quote appears three times in the Pāli  Canon but I have drawn this translation from 

the most quoted version, the Mahavagga of the Vinaya. This has been called by scholars 
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as Buddha’s great commission,’ where the Buddha directed his disciples to spread the 

teachings to those with little dust in their eyes, or those who have some understanding 

already and will likely be able to hear the teachings and reach the final goal of 

Enlightenment quickly. From this quote, Buddhism seems somewhat similar to other 

religions considered to have missionaries, Christianity and Islam. Scholars discuss this 

passage most of all in relation to missionizing but not so much these next examples, 

which are significant to Theravāda Buddhists today. 

 

There is another aspect of this missionary motivation—and that is the Buddha’s 

teachings’ eventual decline. Within Theravāda Buddhism the idea of decline of the 

Buddha’s teachings is pervasive. It is thought that the Buddha’s teachings will eventually 

disappear, as everything is subject to impermanence within Buddhism, except for the 

final goal of Enlightenment. Within Pāli texts there are numerous narratives discussing 

this point. One popular way to view this decline, found in the Visuddhimagga an 

authoritative commentary in the Theravāda Southeast Asian world, is a 5,000 year 

scheme where every 1,000 years one of five things disappears: inability to attain insight, 

lack of monks living according to the Vinaya, loss of textual knowledge, lack of 

adherence to ascetic life, and disappearance of the Buddha’s relics.  

 

However, this scheme is not definite, but flexible. The exact time of this decline could be 

hastened or abated depending on the ways individuals, communities, and institutions 

enact Buddhist religiosity in their behavior and learning. Ways to slow this decline 

include studying the scriptures, maintaining proper monastic practices, rituals, and 

ordinations, but also teaching and spreading Buddhism beyond the boundaries of one’s 

community. In Burma this idea of decline was significant during colonialism and the loss 

of their King, the protector of Buddhism (Turner 2014). In Thailand, it is the sexual and 

financial scandals of Buddhist monks reported widely in the media since the 1970s that 

have signaled a decline for some. This aspect of the tradition gives us more of the 

motivation for missionization. However, there is yet another aspect of its effort to spread 

the teachings when we delve deeper. 
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My last example is a chant that lay Buddhists say in order to formally ask for a preaching 

or a dhamma talk in Theravāda Buddhism.  

 “The Brahma god Sahampati, Lord of the world, 
 With palms joined in reverence, requested a favor, 
 Beings are here with but little dust in their eyes, 
 Pray, teach the Dhamma out of compassion for them.” 
 Chant based on the Ayacana Sutta (Sutta Nipata 6.1) 
 

This chant based on the Ayacana Sutta of the Sutta Nipata, which tells the story of when 

the Buddha was still deciding if he should teach or not after his Enlightenment and the 

god Sahampati attempts to convince him to do so. This chant reveals two important 

points: 1) The Buddha’s teachings are closely connected to the modern day interactions 

of laypeople and monastics and 2) Buddhists follow a missionization strategy of teaching 

those who are already curious and interested, those with little dust in their eyes. Of course 

this ideal is not always followed but we see this rhetoric at work in Thailand’s 

international meditation centers. 

 

Thailand’s International Meditation Centers 

Meditation practice has become one of the most significant pathways to communicate 

Buddhist teachings to an international audience. The popular appeal of meditation leads 

many travelers to explore opportunities to practice in Asian Buddhist countries. With the 

rise of lay meditation among Thai Buddhists and many meditation centers already 

catering to Thais, some temples and meditation centers have sought to accommodate an 

international audience by providing English instruction. Traditionally, meditation had 

been taught almost exclusively within monastic institutions through close teacher-disciple 

relationships. Within its modern history, the practice has spread to Buddhist laity with the 

relatively new institution of the lay meditation center, where replicable methods of 

meditation allow for a large number of students to practice at once. Most recently this 

global religious practice further expanded to reach an international audience of non-

Buddhists. 

 

In order to analyze meditation’s recent appeal to foreigners it is important to understand 

its history as a social practice. The trajectory of Buddhist meditation begins primarily as a 
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monastic practice, becomes a mass lay movement in Burma and then Thailand, and 

finally opens to international meditators. Each trajectory produces reimaginings of the 

practice. Although there are two main forms of meditation, samatha and vipassanā, 

vipassanā meditation has become especially dominant in the revival of interest in 

meditation in Theravāda Buddhist countries. This rhetoric of meditation within modern 

Buddhism can be traced to twentieth century Asian Buddhist reforms, which were at least 

partly influenced by developments in the West. The idea that meditation is the central 

practice of Buddhism can be found in the collaborations and dialogues between Asian 

religious leaders and interested intellectual Westerners (Sharf 1998, 99).2  

 

Vipassanā meditation techniques increased portability in part as standardized, repeatable 

techniques were developed along with lay urban meditation centers.3 The ability for laity 

to undertake meditation practice on a mass level could not occur without the new 

institution of the urban lay meditation center. The meditation center is different from any 

other Buddhist institution in history (Jordt 2007, 15) because the center is not a 

monastery but a place where both monks and laity practice meditation together.4 This is a 

new type of institution in that it is preoccupied with a universalizing ideal about the 

possibility of Enlightenment for anyone, Buddhist or not. This institution is designed for 

temporary meditation practice usually for large numbers of people. In addition to the core 

buildings of any monastery, the meditation center has ample facilities for the temporary 

resident meditators including accommodation, assembly halls, dining halls, kitchens, 

                                                        
2 Sharf (1998) gives an example from Zen Buddhism of the well-known teacher and 
writer, D.T. Suzuki (1870-1996), and his apprenticeship under American academic Paul 
Carus (1852-1919). Sharf argues that their relationship helped to establish meditative 
experience as a significant aspect of Japanese religiosity. In Theravāda Buddhism, the 
collaboration of Anagarika Dharmapala in Sri Lanka with Henry Steel Olcott and Helena 
Blavatsky of the Theosophical Society is also well documented (Prothero 1996). 
3 Two of the most well-known vipassanā meditation techniques are the Mahasi Sayadaw 
method (Jordt 2007) and S.N. Goenka’s method (Hart 1987). Both of these methods 
consist of a precise retreat format that is replicated almost identically in centers 
throughout the world. They are discussed in detail in the next section of this chapter. 
4 Separation of monastics and laity is not as strict in meditation centers as in temple 
environments. Temples are places for monastics to study and observe the Vinaya while 
living with other monastics. The modern institution of the meditation centers is meant 
primarily for lay people. 
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administrative offices, etc.5 This administrative complex needed to coordinate the large 

turnover of meditators on a regular basis is not normally necessary for routine monastic 

life.6 The daily routine of the meditation center is extremely regimented and revolves 

almost exclusively around the practice of meditation.7 This new institution began in 

Burma, transforming the laity’s relationship with Buddhist practice (Houtmann 1990, 

18). The Burmese meditation center model and meditation methods spread to Thailand 

and beyond. This institution constitutes a reinterpretation of vipassanā meditation, which 

not only led to lay Buddhist practice, but also to opportunities for international meditators 

to engage with meditation.8 The institution of the international meditation center became 

especially resonant in Thailand with its large tourist industry that both Buddhist monks 

and national institutions took advantage of to both promote their country and their 

majority religion. 

 

There are many meditation centers in Thailand with varying meditation methods and 

modes of instruction. It is difficult to estimate the exact number but there are thought to 

be close to two hundred centers (Feungfusakul 2012, 221). Only a small percentage of 

these centers are able to host international meditators with consistent instruction in 

English. Although the relative numbers are small Thailand’s international meditation 

centers still teach us about missionization in this global context and help us to understand 

the motivations of Thai Buddhists. In my research I conducted extensive fieldwork in 

thirteen of the most well-known of these sites for 13 months between 2009-2010 

                                                        
5 This is in contrast to solitary meditation locations within huts and caves. 
6 The meditation center can be contrasted with the typical monastery in many ways. 
Monasteries provide for the residence of a limited number of monks. Some have spare 
accommodation available but few possess the same type of facilities as meditation 
centers. The monastery serves many functions and so there is more freedom within the 
daily schedule. Besides the morning almsround, morning and evening chanting, and 
meals, monastics’ schedules vary. Novices carry out duties like sweeping the floors, 
cleaning, and preparing offerings for the Buddha statue. More senior monks often 
conduct ceremonies away from the temple or for visitors to the monastery and have other 
administrative duties. 
7 For descriptions of meditation centers in Burma see Houtman (1990) and Jordt (2007). 
For Thailand see Cook (2010) as well as Chapter Three of Schedneck (2015). 
8 The first three paragraphs of this section are excerpted from Schedneck (2015). 
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consisting of participant-observation and interviews with over sixty meditation teachers 

and meditators.  

 

When international meditators arrive at a meditation retreat, they begin learning the 

meditation technique followed at that center. There are a variety of methods consisting of 

various points of attention and objects for the mind to focus on within vipassanā  

meditation. However, international meditators would not learn about Buddhism, the 

temple where they are staying, or the monastic life. The only interactions they would 

have are brief interviews with the teacher once a day during the course of a 10-day 

meditation retreat. Meditation centers themselves are diverse, with different sizes, types 

of accommodation, number of people, techniques, teachers, styles of management, course 

lengths, and environments. Some meditation centers house hundreds of lay meditators 

who sleep on mats on the floor in a large, open room. Meditation centers are sometimes 

easily accessible within a city, while others comprise a large area located in a more rural 

environment. Some meditation centers are set within temple grounds, others are adjacent 

to the temple. But all of them are similar in that they are based on a systematized, 

formalized retreat program. In all retreat programs, meditators are required to conform to 

particular rules and daily schedule, wear certain clothing, and try to maintain continual 

mindfulness.  

 

Through a mix of charismatic teachers, tourist locations, English instruction, and 

accessibility to information about these sites, particular meditation centers have emerged 

as the most well-known among international travelers. These methods and actors have 

gained popularity through various modes such as international disciples teaching abroad, 

translations of dhamma talks and meditation methods, English websites, and word of 

mouth of particular teachers’ willingness and effectiveness in teaching meditation.  

The history of these centers is best told by following tourism patterns of the regions of 

Thailand. I take this approach because each region developed international meditation 

centers in different ways that follow both tourist patterns and lineages of charismatic 

teachers with international disciples. International meditation teachings began in Central 

Thailand because Bangkok was the first hub for international travel. As tourists arrived in 
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large numbers to Southern Thailand in the 1970s and 1980s, group retreats developed in 

that region. And when tourists discovered the ‘Lanna’ culture of Northern Thailand via 

tourism promotion for Thai tourists in the 1980s (Evrard & Leepreecha 2009, 244), 

meditation centers for Thais using the method of Ajan Tong Srimangalo transformed into 

international centers soon afterward starting in the 1990s. Erik Cohen (2001, 7) has 

identified the three main areas where tourism is located: Bangkok in Central Thailand, 

Chiangmai in Northern Thailand, and Phukhet in Southern Thailand (tourism in these 

regions also includes areas beyond Chiangmai in Northern Thailand such as Pai and Mae 

Hong Son as well as southern islands on the Gulf of Thailand such as Ko Samui and Ko 

Phangan). Therefore, my discussion does not provide a comprehensive list of 

international meditation in Thailand, but instead focuses on those practices international 

meditators are most likely to encounter at international meditation centers. Because there 

is no one comprehensive list of Thailand’s international meditation centers, I have 

determined which were most populous through their consistent hosting of international 

meditators each month. 

 

Two examples from the oral histories of the founding of these international meditation 

centers will offer an idea of the missionizing functions of these sites. Dipabhavan 

Meditation Center was founded by Bodhi Buddhadhammo, or Ajan Pho as he is called, 

current abbot of Wat Suan Mokhh. He was born on the island of Koh Samui and had a 

long-time wish to start a retreat center there. He had seen the arrival of tourism on the 

island and felt that Thailand had more to offer than sun and sand. Thirty years ago he 

attempted to establish a group retreat on Koh Samui with limited success. The retreat at 

Wat Suan Mokhh became popular because the well-known teacher Ajan Buddhadasa 

Bhikkhu was able to teach the foreigners at that time. Only in 2006, through the donation 

of land by a Thai lay female follower, Ajan Pho was able to realize his dream of a 

meditation center on his homeland, with separate retreats each month for English-

speaking and Thai meditators.  

 

Wat Pah Tam Wua is a forest temple located about an hour’s drive from Mae Hong Son, 

and represents another small retreat center where Thai and international meditators 
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practice together. Ajan Luangta comes from the Thai forest tradition but his temple 

focuses on lay practice and has a retreat program, unlike most other temples within this 

tradition. International meditators usually find this temple while traveling from Pai to 

Mae Hong Son in Northern Thailand or through word of mouth. Because of the temple’s 

location on the windy tourist highway 1095, and its scenic location, the first international 

meditators to arrive were those who were curious about meditation and asked if they 

could practice. After observing this interest, Ajan Luangta opened up his temple to 

foreigners with a sign posted in 2004 with writing in English: “Wat Pah Tam Wua 

Welcomes You to Practice Meditation Vipassana.” These examples show the ways 

meditation teachers take advantage of tourism and the global popularity of meditation 

through creating this new kind of institution for this curious population. 

 

International Meditators 

One of the main groups within the international meditation center is the international 

meditators themselves. From travelers who mix meditation with a beach vacation to 

serious practitioners with hopes of becoming ordained, from accidental religious tourists 

to people who set out to change their lives, the experiences and responses to the 

meditation practice and lifestyle in the international meditation centers have many faces. 

This group appropriates aspects of the meditation retreat selectively according to their 

motivations and goals. Some seek conversion via rejection of their own culture while 

others select aspects most familiar to their ways of life. Experiences of the exotic, a 

connection with nature, a way to recover from addiction, and therapeutic practices are all 

discourses that international meditators engage with when deciding to attend a meditation 

retreat. For some meditators, a deep connection to and understanding of Thai Buddhism 

can be launched through the initial engagement at a meditation retreat. Along with 

different motivations, interpretations of the meditation experience can also be varied. 

Some meditators interpret the experience as cathartic, relaxing, an interesting engagement 

with a foreign culture, a religious experience, or a once in a lifetime opportunity. Some 

meditators discuss their experiences at meditation retreats in Thailand in terms of a 

tourist and cultural experience, others a secular practice for therapeutic purposes, 
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representing manifestations of both Rational and Romantic Orientalism, but with many 

variations in between. 

 

In terms of the statistics, from my findings both genders were represented almost equally 

at each site and the age range varied from 20-70 year old participants. The most common 

group is the 20-30 age range, the next being middle-aged participants, and finally even 

retired seniors are interested in participating in a meditation retreat. Very few 

international meditation centers track the nationalities of their international meditators. 

Even though the international meditation center is open to all non-Thais, when discussing 

teaching international meditators with teachers, their generalizations of the population 

encompassed Westerners from English-speaking countries and other parts of Europe. 

This is confirmed by data collected by two research sites under consideration here, Wat 

Rampoeng and Wat Prathat Doi Suthep, both located in the Northern city of Chiangmai, 

have calculated the countries of international meditators since 2006. At Wat Rampoeng 

from 2006-2010 Americans were the most numerous group with German and other 

European countries, Canadian, British, and Australian populations making up top ten 

nationalities. Because the language of instruction is English, this is limiting for some 

countries. At this same temple, however, there seems to be a shift beginning in 2011 as 

Chinese meditators began to visit Wat Rampoeng in large numbers. This is due to a 

program established for lay Chinese Buddhists to live and ordain in Wat Rampoeng for a 

month. At Wat Doi Suthep the statistics reveal similar trends in terms of the highest 

populations of international visitors arriving from North America, Europe, and Australia. 

However here the number of Chinese meditators has not risen significantly. Because of 

the connection between meditation retreats and tourism in Thailand and the recent rise in 

Chinese tourists in the country, the face of the international meditation centers may 

change as well. 

 

International Meditation Center Teachers 

Thai monk meditation teachers, who teach the majority of international meditators, fall 

into two categories—those who cater to both Thai and international communities and 

those who only teach international meditators. The first group are usually temple abbots 
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who have opened their temples for foreign guests. They typically have no formal training 

in English but learn through their interactions with the first international meditators they 

host. The second group of monk teachers, who teach only the international audience, is 

usually appointed by the head of the international meditation center or abbot to dedicate 

their time exclusively to this group. These monks are more fluent in English and are often 

younger than the monks who teach Thai meditators. In this way the international 

meditation center opens up new social spaces for those outside of the prescribed role of 

senior Thai monk as meditation teacher.  

 

From interviews with these teachers they discuss their motivations for receiving 

international meditators as first an opportunity to ‘spread the religion,’ (pue pae satsana) 

and show spiritual side of Thailand with nationalistic motivations (sadaeng sasana haeng 

chaat). For these Thai monk teachers, their role as meditation teachers is seen as part of 

their duty (naathii) to meet the needs of those who are interested in learning Buddhist 

practice. However, it was difficult to talk to the monks about the idea of missionization. 

There is not a direct translation of the word ‘missionary’ except in Pāli  and Thai there 

are the words dhammadut (messenger of dhamma) and dhammacarik (dhamma 

wanderer), which both have been used as names for formal programs administered by the 

Thai Sangha and the government starting in the 1960s that were part of nationalizing 

movements directed toward the indigenous ethnic minority groups along with overseas 

missions (Keyes 1993, Tiyavanich 1997, Wongprasert 1998). Since the monks I spoke 

with were not part of this formal program, they felt they could not use these titles for 

themselves. When asked specifically about the term missionary they equated the term 

with Christians and stated they were not missionaries because they were not trying to 

make anyone Buddhists. Here we can see the ways monks have also been affected by 

these limiting ideas of missionizing as focusing solely on conversion.  

 

But their emphasis on sampling and experimentation over conversion works very well 

with modern tropes of the religious marketplace where people are wary of any practice 

coming close to conversion. These international meditation center teachers let their 

audience know they are not interested in conversion through the media, which advertises 
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their retreats, including websites and pamphlets. For example the pamphlet for Wat 

Rampoeng’s Northern Insight Meditation Centers states: “Mental development is a 

personal experience. It does not matter if you are Christian, Jewish or Moslem. Nor it is 

important what nationality or color you are, as each person in the world is longing for a 

better life.” And the brochure for Wat Dhammakaya’s Middle Way retreat asserts: “For 

whom is meditation good? The retreat is open for people from all walks of life, races, 

ages, sexes, faiths, and beliefs without prejudice or discrimination. It is good for anyone 

who wants a happy life, a life that has an aim, a life that is full of meaning.” This rhetoric 

demonstrates the centers’ emphasis on the universal nature of the practice. 

 

 Specifically Thai Buddhism provides numerous examples of continued missionary 

motivations that overtly values experimentation over conversion. This strategy of 

missionization has proven effective especially now with trends in modern religion, as 

studied by Paul Heelas (1996), and Steve Bruce (1997), which all reveal that sampling 

and experimentation are a priority for many, especially Westerners, who are the majority 

of travelers to the international meditation centers. In order to further convince the 

international participants that they are not interested in conversion, parts of the retreat 

need to be translated to adapt to this preference for non-religious and non-devotional 

activities. 

 

Translation within Theravāda Buddhism 

Translation practices have a history within Buddhism as it entered Southeast Asia and 

indeed throughout Buddhism’s history of movement to new cultural contexts. John Holt 

(2011) argues that because the indigenous religious substratum of Laos was spirit cults 

and that Buddhist concepts were translated through these conceptual categories. This 

indigenous religious substratum provided the framework in which Buddhism could enter 

and one that was used to convey Buddhism at the popular level (Holt 2011, 45). Joseph 

Cheah (2011) also concludes that Theravāda Buddhism was not successful in Burma until 

it was rearticulated to incorporate spirit cults, or nats (Cheah 2011, 62). When King 

Anawrahta, in the 11th century, failed in his effort to cleanse Buddhism of pre-Buddhist 

elements, he instead sought to contain the power of the nats by subsuming them under a 
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Theravāda Buddhist framework. Therefore religious change does not always concern 

purification of indigenous beliefs and practices, but flexibility and creative translations 

that work with the worldviews and frameworks of new potential followers. International 

meditation center teachers do not combine discourses of other religious traditions, but 

instead use secular and scientific discourses to appeal to modern international audiences. 

In this way spreading the teachings is a part of the flexibility of the Buddhist tradition, 

rather than an extreme accommodation to tourism—not simply responding to tourist 

demands but taking advantage of this interest to spread the teachings in a way that 

resonates both with the Buddhist teachings and with modern discourses.  

 

Burmese monk, Ledi Sayadaw9 is an early example of a teacher who attracted lay 

Burmese and foreign followers. Erik Braun argues that in Ledi Sayadaw’s book, The 

Manual on Insight Meditation, which was translated into English in Burma in 1915 and 

intended for a European audience, he did not change his presentation of meditation in any 

significant way. He only emphasizes the role of the laity and importance of their study 

(Braun 2013, 128). Ledi Sayadaw corresponded with Westerners such as Pāli scholar 

Caroline Rhys-Davids, and found that they were interested in analytical analysis (Braun 

2013, 129). Rhys-Davids and Ledi Sayadaw shared ideas about Buddhist doctrine and 

philosophy. However, they did not think of Buddhism in the same way. Rhys-Davids 

exhibited an Orientalist decontextualized vision of Buddhism while Ledi Sayadaw’s view 

was embedded within a more traditional cosmology (Braun 2013, 130). This 

demonstrates a history of Buddhist teachers maintaining a consistent message for 

foreigners and international meditators. International meditation center teachers also are 

not adopting the worldview of their students but are knowledgeable about what attracts 

them and will be familiar.  

 

                                                        
9 Ledi Sayadaw (1846-1923) was an important scholar-monk during the British colonial 
period in Burma. He wrote many important works for other scholar-monks but more 
importantly for the Burmese lay people. His accessible writing and interest in lay 
understanding of Buddhism have made him a key figure in Burmese Buddhism. See 
Braun (2013). 
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Sri Lankan Buddhist leader, Anagarika Dharmapala, provides another early model.10 

Kemper compares how Dharmapala taught Sri Lankan and international audiences: 

“To Sinhala audiences, he offered moral instruction and practical advice about 
handling money, table manners, and personal hygiene. For Western audiences, 
preaching in a way that resembled a Christian sermon made it an easily recognized 
social practice . . . nothing was lost, he thought, by sloughing off the repetitive and 
time-consuming quality of the traditional form. Westerners were not likely in any 
event to be interested in making merit. They could convert by taking the Three 
Refuges; they could participate if they liked; or they could come and go. The one 
thing non-Sinhalas were certain to find engaging was meditation.” (Kemper 2005, 
29). 

 
Dharmapala argues that his reductive translation does not affect the quality of the 

teachings received by non-Buddhists. International meditation center teachers in Thailand 

today often have large programs for Thai audiences including dhamma talks, chanting 

sessions, and preaching while international meditators focus exclusively on their 

individual meditation practice. This is not to say that all international meditation center 

teachers know about and explicitly draw from these earlier figures but that these issues of 

cultural translation have resulted in similar strategies of action. 

 

Translation within Thailand’s International Meditation Centers 

I use the term translation as a missionizing strategy to describe a process not only of 

translating one language into another but from one set of cultural contexts and 

worldviews into another. Translation within these meditation centers is not only from 

Thai to English, but also from the Thai Buddhist cultural idiom into a secular and 

psychological framework. Buddhism is molded to fit into modern sensibilities of 

international audiences through integrating these discourses as well as an openness to 

individual preference and personal choice in order to appeal to this new target population. 

I will focus on the missionizing strategy of translation for individual choice. 

 

                                                        
10 Anagarika Dharmapala (1864-1933) was one of the key figures in modern Sinhalese 
Buddhism. He founded the Maha Bodhi Society in 1891 in order to develop the site of 
the Buddha’s Enlightenment as a pilgrimage destination for all Buddhists, and he 
represented Buddhism in the World Parliament of Religions in 1893. See Kemper (2005). 
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International meditation center teachers translate the meditation retreat into a range of 

personal preferences and optional activities for international meditators. The teachers 

who teach both Thai and international groups know that they must switch from the Thai 

group which mostly conforms to established roles and authority to the international 

visitors who follow inner sources of authority and individual orientation. One common 

misperception of Buddhism by international meditators and more broadly in popular 

culture is that it allows individuals to pursue their own truths and identities. However, in 

meditation, it is not one’s ‘inner self,’ that guides but the Buddhist doctrines revealed as 

one progresses within meditation practice. International meditation center teachers trust 

that their students will come to understand this Buddhist teaching through direct 

experience of insight no matter what their background. In this way for this audience 

practice takes on the most importance, as intellectual understanding is believed to come 

later. I will give two examples of such translations.  

 

One activity that causes tension for international meditators from other faiths or who 

hope to focus exclusively on meditation is chanting. At the Dipabhavan Meditation 

Center on Koh Samui, it is emphasized that chanting is optional. The website states, 

“Some people may feel that ‘Buddhist’ chants conflict with their own religious beliefs. If 

so, you need not chant along, if it makes you uncomfortable.” Thus international 

meditation center teachers translate retreat practices so that they fit within a model of 

personal preferences and experimentation and demonstrate that chanting is not a 

necessary component of the retreat for this group. This also gives you an idea of the 

importance of practice from a missionary perspective. When speaking with Thai monk 

teachers they emphasize that they want to share the practice with their international 

students most because its something they can take back with them and continue. This also 

reveals that the international meditators do not need to take on the full worldview of 

Buddhists but that sampling the meditation practice is enough to qualify for these 

teachers as spreading the teachings. 

 

The international meditator orientation to the retreat can also be translated and this is seen 

especially at Wat Umong. Here international meditators are not asked to participate in 
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any type of opening ceremony. Thai meditators need to prepare the flowers, candles, and 

incense necessary for this ritual, but foreigners begin their practice without this formal 

ceremony. The head of the international meditation center has decided not to conduct the 

opening ceremony for foreigners in order to make it easier for them, as he stated. One of 

the teachers found that the international meditators come to Wat Umong only to practice 

meditation and often do not care to participate in ritual activities. At this meditation 

center, international meditators must read and internalize the rules on their own without a 

ritual marking their entrance into a retreat and an ascetic lifestyle. Therefore the assumed 

preference of international meditators for practicing meditation without ritual creates a 

retreat experience that privileges an inward practice, where they don't become full 

subjects of the retreat. But as part of the missionizing strategy of their teachers, the main 

intention is learning and maintaining the meditation practice—from there, they believe, 

the rest of the Buddha’s teachings will follow.  

 

Teachers and a significant minority of international meditators can form a close 

relationship so that the student will also want to spread the teachings. This close 

relationship also allows the teachers to be able to understand which perspectives and 

discourses their students are likely to be familiar with, demonstrating how these teachers 

aid in creating the appeal of Buddhism internationally. For some international meditators 

the retreat experience makes a lasting impression, and they help to create new 

transnational Thai Buddhist networks. 

 

Transnational Thai Buddhist Networks 

This focus on practice and making meditation available throughout Thailand has been 

successful from a missionary perspective. Those who wish to take the practice to their 

home countries invite and host their international meditation center teachers to give 

teachings and meditation retreats. This is a serious undertaking with arrangements made 

for supporting the teacher, space for living and teaching, as well as engaging friends, 

family and the wider community to participate. The international meditation center 

teachers who do not come from an established lineage or have foreign lay disciples are at 

times invited to teach abroad by their students. These students, who have experienced 
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their teachings in Thailand, want to spread Buddhism to their home communities and 

expose their teacher to a wider audience. After a retreat in Thailand, students want to 

share the experience with those who cannot or do not want to make the trip to Thailand, 

so they invite their teachers to their home countries. 

 

Travel abroad motivates new audiences to come meditate in Thailand as well, creating a 

larger international community at their local Thai temple. Examples of networks created 

abroad include not only students inviting teachers but also authorized lay meditation 

teachers creating or being appointed to teach at a branch center in their home countries. 

Especially for Thai teachers, the opportunity to have foreign students who sponsor their 

trips abroad and value their teachings enough to bring them to their home country, or 

establish international branch centers, suggests to Thai Buddhist laity that these teachers 

are effective missionaries. In this way international support can motivate local support. 

Therefore these international meditation centers in Thailand can have lasting effects, 

creating new communities. 

 

These examples illustrate how individual connections of student and teacher or even just 

a one-time participation in a retreat allow meditation methods and lineages to spread 

outside of Thailand. A single meditation practitioner can chance upon a center and 

teacher and create a relationship that leads to an annual meditation retreat in their home 

country. The availability of international meditation centers multiplies the circumstances 

in which Buddhism can adapt to new contexts, generating new interpretations and 

practices. These networks not only highlight the decreased significance of borders, but 

how new ideas and communities form.  

 

Conclusion 

International meditation centers, through the creation of transnational networks, from a 

Theravāda Buddhist perspective, help to protect and propagate the teachings and 

practices of Buddhism. If Buddhist practice is spread throughout the world then the 

religion will not be in decline, but instead thrive through this new audience. These 

missionizing strategies contain particular translation practices focusing on 
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experimentation and sampling. The focus on experimentation serves to create an 

environment that is suitable for non-Buddhists, who are often curious about meditation, 

but also suspicious of overt acts of religion.  

 

Through these examples we can see that missionizing is a dynamic force motivating Thai 

Buddhism’s interaction with the international community. Instead of distinguishing 

between Buddhism abroad and Buddhism at home, within modern global forms of 

Buddhism it is important to look at the convergences of these two. Missionization is both 

grounded in the history and textual tradition of Buddhism as well as creates new 

opportunities to engage those curious to come and see and learn about the teachings and 

practices of Buddhists. Therefore we Buddhist missionizing is a major factor in their 

motivations and actions not just while traveling but in engaging international 

communities in their local spaces, and as a factor in the appeal of Buddhism today.  
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