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Recently, while driving near where I live in Burke, VA, a suburb of Washington, DC, I noticed many huge colorful lotus lanterns hanging from what I thought was a church, but, when I slowed down, I realized that it was Bo Rim Buddhist Temple celebrating Buddha’s Birthday. (The day varies according to countries and traditions). 

As I continued driving, I asked myself about how much I knew about Buddhism – very few things.
I knew that Buddhism, established many centuries ago by Buddha in India, is now a major religion in some Asian countries; I remember photos of Vietnamese Buddhist monks who, about 40 years ago, opposed the US military intervention in their country by burning themselves to death in their saffron-color robes; and, every now and then, I come across words like: karma (force), nirvana (enlightenment) and dharma (teachings).

I mostly remembered what happened in 2001, when two 6th century statues of Buddha, carved into the side of a mountain in Bamyan, Afghanistan, were destroyed by Taliban government. That was few months before 9/11 attacks, the invasion of Afghanistan and the fall of Taliban government.  As many nations, including many Muslim, decried the destruction, Taliban insisted in a statement that the statues were "false idols, and must be destroyed in line with Islamic laws.”
-----------------------------------------------
As much as I opposed the destruction, Taliban’s argument seemed familiar and – dare I say? – not unacceptable. Taliban and I learned these arguments in the “madrassas”: they in Afghanistan and I in the village where I was born and grew up until I went, about half-a-century ago, to the city for high school: Wadi Haj (population:100), near the town of Argo, on the Nile River, in Northern Sudan, south of the borders with Egypt.  
For two years, my “kindergarten” was the village’s “khlawa” (“Place of Solitude” in Arabic and equivalent of “madrassa”).  After I entered the town’s elementary school and for few more years, I returned during summer vacations.   In the “khalwa,” the Koran was the only reference book; using its words, I learned Arabic ABC’s and tried to write my first Arabic words; listening to its stories from the Imam/teacher, I learned about histories of prophets and nations; and I obediently followed its teachings, including the prohibition of worshipping statues.

One summer while in the elementary school and somehow somewhere, I found a picture of Buddha and, knowing nothing about him except that he was a statue worshipped by people in faraway lands, I brought the picture to the “khalwa.” I remember the Imam/teacher spitting on the picture while didn’t even want to hold it.  I, the proud student¸ gladly obeyed the Imam’s order to tear the picture into pieces and threw the pieces into the native restroom (a hole in the ground) on the bank of the nearby Nile River.  He was serious not to throw the picture in the Nile because it was a “haram” (forbidden) and would make the whole water of the Nile, which tens of millions of Egyptians down the stream depended on, also “haram.” 
---------------------------------------------

More than 50 years later, I found myself standing still, bending a little, clasping together my hands and silently praying in front of a huge golden statue of Buddha, on his birthday, in Burke’s Bo Rim Temple.   Standing next to me, in his saffron-color rope, was Hae-In Jeoung, the temple’s monk who, upon my earlier request, gladly invited me to the celebrations.  
We were surrounded by other small statues, saffron-color flags, decorations and plates of fruits. Inspite of questions, deep in my mind, about worshipping a statue and wondering how a statue would eat fruits, I felt I was in a sacred place and was engulfed by a feeling of deep spirituality. There were few people praying by kneeing down on the floor, and I, politely, said to the monk: “they are praying almost like Muslims.” He seemed defensive when he shot back: “You took it from us.”

But, through-out the two hours I spent there, he and the rest of the worshippers, inspite of some language barriers and with wide smiles, warmly welcomed me and I enjoyed some Korean cuisines like: Bulgogi (marinated and grilled thin slices of beef) and Kimche (spicy pickled cabbage).
 Proudly and forcefully, the monk declared: “With all due respect, we are not like Christians, Jews or Muslim; we do not worship any god, any prophet or any person.  We don’t worship Buddha; we respect him as the teacher.”  
He added: “I understand the belief in a heavenly superpower, in a creator, but, what is after the belief?  What is the purpose?  Some people say we do this and others say we do that and they fight among themselves. Buddha’s teachings are clear, direct and simple.”
Without mincing a word he added: “the idea of an omnipresent god just sitting there is nonsense.”
---------------------------------------
At sunset, inspite of the language barrier, I joined a procession of prayers and chanting, with bells and drums, in the temple’s yard.  We walked under tens of colorful lotus lanterns with names of a member family written on each one.  We burned a long wide piece of paper with names of members and their relatives who died since Buddha’s last birthday. We washed a baby Buddha.  And, as I was leaving, the monk gave me a bouquet of flowers and roses from the many that were surrounding Buddha. 
-----------------------------------------
According to published reports, there are about 250,000 Korean immigrants in Baltimore-Washington region, with Fairfax County (home of the temple and my house) holding the largest congregation in the country, about 40,000.  
The monk said his congregation was about 5,000 people (from about 1000 households).  When I mentioned that his temple was the only Korean one I saw in the County, that Korean churches seemed expanding and that Korean language signs on mainstream churches also seemed expanding, there was sadness on his face as he said, “I don’t know why; maybe we didn’t provide enough guidance to them (Buddhist Koreans who converted to Christianity).  I am not against what they chose if they are happy with it, but I will lie to you  if I don’t tell you this makes me sad.”
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I didn’t tell the monk that I, an impartial observer between Buddhist and Christian Koreans, could have responded with my mantra when it comes to freedom of religions: “Only in America” (with a deep sigh).  I also didn’t tell him the story of tearing Buddha’s picture and throwing it in a native restroom on the bank of the Nile River, not in the river itself so as not to impurify it.
---------------------------------------
