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6a: Environmental Issues [Long]

Lesson 7 of 10: Buddhist views of the Environment

Aim of the lesson 

Pupils will know

· The content of the four Noble Truths and the Noble Eightfold Path 

· How these concepts might relate to environmental Issues 

· Some relevant Buddhist scriptures and their relationship to environmental issues 

· The extent to which Buddhism adequately builds a foundation for responding to environmental issues – particularly in the absence of any divinity

Pupils will be able to

· Apply the four Noble Truths and Noble Eightfold Path to their developing understanding of the topic area 

· Assess the extent to which Buddhism makes a positive contribution to the environmental debate

· Respond to the topic from a Buddhist perspective in art or poetry
Differentiation / Extension

There’s scope here for more artistic and creative work as well as the more cognitive approaches so far employed.  The art/language work should however lead to discussion of the underlying beliefs. Teachers should help pupils to develop an understanding throughout this and the previous section of the relationship between beliefs and action. Timing is flexible and differentiation possibilities are obvious as differentiation is achieved by outcome.

Assessment

Informal assessment of the responses in the introduction section and discursive elements. Formal assessment of written responses and display board presentations.

Duration 1 – 1.5 hours
Timings
Introduction: 15 - 20 minutes


Main Activity: 35 - 60 minutes


Plenary: 10 mins
Intended Age:  16 – 19 years
Previous Knowledge needed by teacher

Teachers should have a general understanding of Buddhist philosophy – with particular reference to the environment.

Previous Knowledge needed by students

Pupils should have a basic understanding of the background to the Buddhist faith, as well as a grasp of fundamental Buddhist teaching. It would be expected that at this stage in RE, this would already be the case. Some understanding of Buddhist poetry in the form of Haikus/Koans would be of benefit, as well as an awareness of Buddhist art forms – for example, Mandalas and Sand pictures. (Examples on 6a Slide13: Buddhist Poetry)

Background Reading

See Bibliography in overview.
Science Focus

Clearly most debates between Science and Religion in the West have been between science and Christianity. However, the interplay between Eastern faiths and science is not without its controversy. Indeed, the extent to which Buddhist world-views conflict with or find parallels in science could be an area of study in itself. Buddhist belief and practice could be examined from a psychology angle. The atheism of Buddhism could be compared with the implicit atheism of much scientific endeavour – or is Buddhism just non-monotheistic like science? Pantheism, animism could all be discussed in relation to the Science/Buddhism interface. Buddhism stresses humans as part of nature – is this closer to a scientific view than that of Christian belief?

Religion Focus

A clear religion focus here. Teachers should avoid the tendency to make unfounded comparisons between faiths. There is often a tendency to assume that Eastern faiths are all about the harmonious interaction between humans and nature whereas Western faiths are about human dominance over nature. This is simplistic and almost certainly not true. At any rate, it would be rejected by many adherents of the faiths themselves. The focus here could be the difference made to our view of nature where no God is involved. There could be focus too on the consequences of our actions. Is the Buddhist concept of Karmic consequences simply a precursor to the modern philosophical view of getting back what you put in? Is it so different to the Christian principle of ‘what you sow you shall reap’? In one sense, Buddhism could be seen as even more threatening to nature because if all is illusion (maya), then it doesn’t really mater what you do (?)

Books on Buddhism & Environment

Buddhism & Ecology: M Batchelor & K Brown (Eds) Cassell/WWF 1992

A similarly good treatment of central Buddhist ideas in relation to the Environment 

Dharma Gaia: AH Badiner (Ed) Parallax 1990

A collection of essays covering a wide range of topics – will develop a different understanding of the Buddhist position as the topics are not treated in a traditional academic fashion.

The Green Buddha; C Titmuss; Insight Books 1995

A single-minded agenda, but a good coverage of Buddhist ideas in relation to ecology from a former Buddhist monk and Green Party Candidate.

Also, for anyone with a grasp of Danish, there’s a super book by my friend T Jensen with M Rothstein called 

Gud og grønne skove: Religioner og naturbevarelse: Munksgaard 1991 

which looks at environmental themes from the perspective of a variety of world faiths.

Resources

Teachers should have available a range of resources from Buddhism - scriptural sources as far as possible. Again, use of the Internet is recommended as it brings a lot of otherwise difficult to obtain information right into the classroom. Artwork materials are required – the provision of coloured sand (or paints instead) would be welcome, as would perhaps equipment suitable for writing “Chinese” characters with brushes and ink. 

· 6a SRS 21: Buddhist Precepts

· 6a SRS 22: Buddhism and the Environment

· 6a Slide 12: If there were no such thing ….?

· 6a Slide 13: Buddhist poetry

· 6a Teacher’s Notes 7
Introduction / Starter activity

Pupils should pick up one of the themes of the previous section, that of the concept of humans being stewards of an Earth which belongs to its creator, God. They will be presented with a stimulus quote at the beginning of the lesson which each pupil should be given three minutes to work out a reasoned response to (this should be written). (6a Slide 12: If there were no such thing …?). During the responses to the quote, pupils should move around the classroom to stand next to the person whose statement is most like their own. This may involve them moving every time a response is given. There should be discussion after the final response of which viewpoint was most commonly held. The quote is; “If there were no such thing as a God or gods who created the Universe, then it doesn’t matter how we treat the environment – because we’ll never have to answer for our actions”

Main Activities

Pupils should be grouped in mixed ability groupings. At least 12 groups are required. Each group will be given one element of either the four Noble Truths or the Noble Eightfold Path. (6a Slide 21: Buddhist Precepts) Each group must discuss what their statement means as well as consider how it possibly relates to environmental issues as they understand them at this stage. The relationship could be developed with respect to a specific issue already studied – or in relation to one of the conceptual ideas already examined. Instructions for the task are given on 6a SRS 22: Buddhism and the Environment. At the end of the section, a display board should be created where each group encircles their particular statement with some or all of the following; An explanation of what the statement means; How this relates to environmental issues; A source of Buddhist scripture which is related to the concept; A Haiku or Koan or piece of poetry developing their thinking. A piece of artwork – for example a coloured sand picture (Draw outline – glue each section – add coloured sand for the simple and semi-permanent way to do it!)

Plenary

There should be discussion about the common/unique elements on the display board, as well as discussion about the extent to which Buddhist responses differ from Christian responses to the environment. If desired, pupils could be set the task of writing an extended response based on the items on the display board along the lines of; “Buddhism and the Environment”
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