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Introduction
Across continents and cultures, Buddhist communities today face a convergence of
challenges that test their ethical foundations and institutional resilience. Financial
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scandals, sexual misconduct, and governance failures have surfaced in diverse
settings, raising urgent questions about authority, accountability, and the transmission
of the Dharma in a global age. This book approaches those questions with care and
rigor, seeking to understand not only what has gone wrong, but also how communities
can repair harm, prevent recurrence, and cultivate trustworthy institutions worthy of
the teachings they steward.

This is an investigative, nonfiction volume that treats misconduct as a systemic
problem rather than a handful of isolated incidents. We examine recurring
patterns—imbalances of power and information, inadequate oversight, weak financial
controls, and cultures of silence—that enable harms to persist. While the cases and
contexts vary widely, common risk factors often reappear: charismatic authority
without checks, opaque financial flows, and the absence of trauma-informed
safeguarding. Our aim is not sensationalism but sober analysis that can ground
effective action.

A global perspective is essential. Buddhism’s contemporary landscape spans
monasteries, lay associations, retreat centers, universities, digital platforms, and
socially engaged movements. Globalization amplifies both opportunity and risk: cross-
border donations move quickly; teachings circulate online; leaders travel widely; and
cultural assumptions about hierarchy, consent, and accountability collide. These
dynamics complicate the application of traditional monastic codes and legal
frameworks, yet they also create space for constructive reform informed by
comparative experience across regions.

Our guiding principles throughout are survivor-centered care, proportional
accountability, and institutional learning. We foreground the voices and needs of those
harmed, while affirming due process and fair governance for all parties. Accountability
is not synonymous with punishment alone; it includes prevention, repair,
transparency, and the reweaving of trust through clear roles, independent oversight,
and measurable commitments. We draw on ethics, law, social science, and
organizational practice to propose frameworks that communities can adapt to their
own traditions and contexts.

This volume is also practical. Alongside analysis, we offer policy recommendations,
sample codes of conduct, reporting pathways, financial controls, and training outlines
for teachers, boards, staff, and volunteers. We consider how to design safe
environments for youth and vulnerable adults, how to communicate in crisis without
retraumatizing survivors, and how to use audits and metrics to turn values into
practice. We look outward, learning from other religious and nonprofit sectors, and
inward, revisiting Buddhist resources—Vinaya, lay precepts, and mindfulness-based
ethics—that can animate living institutions.

The chapters that follow move from diagnosis to design to implementation. Early
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chapters map the terrain of authority and risk; the middle chapters address law,
governance, education, digital life, and justice processes; later chapters gather
regional case studies and present concrete toolkits; and the concluding chapter
surveys plausible futures, offering scenarios and indicators that leaders can use to
steer their communities. Our aspiration is modest yet vital: to help Buddhist
institutions become safer, more transparent, and more compassionate—capable of
meeting contemporary challenges without losing the heart of the path.

CHAPTER ONE: Mapping the Crisis: Scope, Terms,
and Ethics of Inquiry
The serene facade often associated with Buddhism, characterized by images of peace,
meditation, and compassion, has, in recent decades, been increasingly challenged by
a drumbeat of unsettling revelations. From monastic communities in Asia to
burgeoning meditation centers in the West, reports of misconduct have fractured the
public's perception and forced a reckoning within the tradition itself. These are not
isolated incidents but rather widespread patterns that demand a comprehensive and
unflinching examination.

The scope of this crisis is truly global, transcending geographical and cultural
boundaries. While Thailand has seen high-profile sex scandals and allegations of fraud
among its clergy, similar troubling patterns of abuse and misconduct have surfaced in
Nepal, with whispered scandals in Tibet's exiled communities. The phenomenon
extends beyond Asia, deeply impacting Western Buddhist communities in the United
States and Europe, where prominent teachers have faced serious allegations of sexual
abuse, manipulation, and ethical violations. These diverse cases, from saffron-robed
monks in Southeast Asia to crimson-clad lamas in the Himalayas, suggest a universal
vulnerability within religious institutions, regardless of their specific traditions.

To understand the nature of these challenges, it’s crucial to define our terms with
precision. "Misconduct" in this context is a broad umbrella, encompassing financial
impropriety, abuse of power, and various forms of sexual transgression. It refers to
actions that violate moral and ethical conduct, breaching established Dhamma
principles and community standards. Financial misconduct, for instance, can involve
the opaque management of temple funds, lack of external audits, and abbots
controlling donations without clear documentation. This not only erodes public trust
but also jeopardizes the financial sustainability of institutions.

Sexual misconduct is another critical facet of this crisis. While Buddhist precepts on
sexual conduct exist, their interpretation and application have proven problematic in
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contemporary settings. Traditionally, for the laity, sexual misconduct has been
understood as sexual behavior that causes harm or damages existing relationships,
often equating to adultery, or engaging in sexual acts with those under the protection
of parents or institutions. However, the issues emerging today are far more complex,
extending to sexual abuse, exploitation, harassment, and any behavior that exploits a
teacher's authority and position to initiate sexual relationships with students. These
definitions are being refined and expanded within reform movements, acknowledging
the power imbalances inherent in teacher-student relationships.

Abuse of power, though often intertwined with financial and sexual misconduct, also
merits its own clear definition. This involves the exploitation of a position of authority
for personal gain or to control others, manifesting as spiritual, emotional, or
psychological manipulation. Such abuse can silence victims, gaslight those who speak
out, and create environments where questioning authority is actively discouraged or
punished. The vulnerability of seekers, often longing for meaning, makes them
susceptible to such exploitation, especially when their livelihood or identity becomes
dependent on a teacher.

The ethics of inquiry for a volume like this demand a sensitive yet rigorous approach.
We aim not to sensationalize but to analyze, to ground effective action in sober reality.
This requires foregrounding the voices and experiences of survivors, acknowledging
that their testimony is crucial for understanding how systems of power operate within
Buddhist institutions. While this approach has sometimes met with resistance from
those who perceive it as an intrusion of secular norms into traditional Buddhism, it is
vital for exposing and addressing the underlying dynamics that enable abuse.

A survivor-centered methodology means recognizing that the institutional response to
abuse has often been as harmful as the misconduct itself. Communities and boards, in
their attempts to protect their reputation, teachers, and finances, have sometimes
prioritized institutional preservation over empathy and care for victims. This has led to
denial, indifference, gaslighting, hostility, and even retaliation against those who
report abuse. Our inquiry seeks to counteract this pattern by centering the
experiences of those harmed, providing a platform for their stories to be heard and
acknowledged.

Furthermore, ethical inquiry necessitates a global perspective, recognizing that while
specific cultural contexts influence how misconduct manifests, common risk factors
often reappear across diverse Buddhist traditions. Charismatic authority without
sufficient checks and balances, opaque financial structures, and cultures of silence are
recurrent themes. This interconnectedness means that lessons learned from scandals
and reform efforts in one region can offer valuable insights for others, fostering a cross-
cultural dialogue about accountability and healing.

This investigative endeavor is also mindful of the delicate balance between critique
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and respect for a profound spiritual tradition. Buddhism, with its 2,500-year history
and emphasis on wisdom and compassion, offers valuable tools for understanding
wrongdoing and fostering transformation. The goal is not to undermine the Dharma
but to strengthen the institutions that steward it, ensuring they are capable of
embodying its ethical ideals in a complex modern world. This means revisiting
foundational Buddhist teachings, such as the Five Precepts, which include abstaining
from taking life, taking what is not given, sexual misconduct, false speech, and
intoxicants, and applying them with discernment to contemporary challenges. These
precepts, when truly internalized, serve as a moral compass that can guide individuals
and institutions towards ethical conduct.

The challenges are considerable, touching upon deeply ingrained cultural practices
and long-held notions of authority. For instance, in some traditional Asian countries,
there has been a reluctance to distance state patronage from Buddhism and embrace
a secular identity, even as external pressures mount. Meanwhile, in the West, there
can be resistance to incorporating modern psychotherapeutic and legal frameworks
into traditional Buddhist ethics. Navigating these complexities requires an ethical
inquiry that is both historically informed and attuned to contemporary societal trends.

The transformation of Buddhist institutions will not be a simple or linear process. It
involves confronting uncomfortable truths, dismantling harmful power dynamics, and
cultivating a renewed commitment to ethical conduct at all levels. This foundational
chapter sets the stage by mapping the terrain of these challenges, providing the
necessary definitions, and outlining the ethical principles that will guide our
investigation into how Buddhist communities worldwide can move from crisis to
genuine reform and flourishing.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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