
Themes in Eastern Christianity 
on Left; fundamentally similar = 
green; somewhat similar = 
yellow; quite different = red

Eastern Christianity Buddhism Catholicism Protestantism
Role of Jesus:  emphasis on 
function of role model, source of 
wisdom; less emphasis on Jesus 
as redeemer

Emphasis on Buddha as role 
model and source of wisdom.

Less emphasis on role model, 
more on Jesus as redeemer

Less emphasis on role model, 
more on Jesus as redeemer

Example of Jesus shows that 
good is more powerful than evil; 
non-violence is more powerful 
than violence, etc.

Emphasis on good being 
ultimately more powerful than 
evil, emphasis on non-violence.

Same Less emphasis on non-violence

Saints as examples and 
intercessors

Bodhisattvas as examples and 
helpers

Saints as examples and 
intercessors

No saints

An interest in relics of saints Also present but not as 
widespread, not as important

Same as Eastern Christianity No saints

Last judgment based on ethical 
behavior during one's life, 
leading to "reward" or 
"punishment" after death (faith 
plays role but is inseparable from 
behavior)

Karma based on ethical behavior 
leading to higher or lower rebirth 
after death

Last judgment based more on 
sacramental participation, church 
membership

Last judgment based strictly on 
"faith" with little reference to 
ethical behavior

Ultimate goal of resurrection of 
the body and eternal life in 
eternal bliss

Ultimate goal of nirvana meaning 
some form of eternal bliss, but 
no resurrection of the body

Similar to Eastern Christianity Emphasis on "immortal soul" vs. 
"mortal body"

Although personal eternal life is 
promised, anyone who aspires to 
it must "die to oneself."  A strong 
sense that something about the 
self will be fundamentally 
different (Paul "we will be 
changed", John no marriage ties 
remain, etc.)

Doctrine of no-self; no inherently 
existing permanent self; "self-
grasping" is one of the greatest 
non-virtues

Similar to Eastern Christianity Relatively little emphasis on 
dying to oneself, and a 
correspondingly strong sense of 
continued identity of the self 
after death.



Image of God is always present 
in human beings; potential for 
human to commune with God 
always inherently present

Buddha nature is always present; 
potential for human to 
experience enlightenment is 
always present

Original sin corrupts the image of 
God making humans incapable 
responding to God without 
special "grace" not necessarily 
given to all

Similar to Catholicism

Monasticism as alternate path Monasticism as alternate path Monasticism as alternate path. No monasticism
Hesychasm Meditation Some interest in silence in 

monasticism
No monasticism; little emphasis 
on meditation

Visions of "uncreated light" Enlightenment portrayed as 
visions of light

Discussed only in general "light" 
vs. "darkness" metaphor rather 
than as something directly 
experienced by practitioners

Similar to Catholicism

Church as supportive community 
through which the individual 
attains salvation.  The 
community is both physical and 
mystical in nature

Sangha as supportive 
community through which the 
individual attains enlightenment --
both physical and mystical in 
nature

Emphasis on the physical aspect 
of the church as sole means to 
attain salvation.

Emphasis on the mystical aspect 
of the church as vehicle for 
salvation.

Holy Spirit as immediately 
accessible and dwelling within 
every member of the church, 
giving each member immediate 
access to the truth, making each 
member responsible for judging 
the validity of any church 
teaching

Buddha nature as always present 
within a person, giving each 
person immediate access to the 
truth; each individual is 
personally responsible for 
judging the validity of any 
Buddhist teaching

Holy Spirit mediated through the 
church hierarchy.

Holy Spirit dwells within each 
believer giving all immediate 
access to the truth; different in 
that there is less sense of a 
broader community within which 
and by which claims of truth are 
to be judged.

No earthly objective criterion of 
truth

No earthly objective criterion of 
truth

Hierarchy mediates truth. Scripture mediates truth 
(question of interpretation is 
generally not addressed)

Speculative discussions of a 
cleansing period or function after 
death before eternal bliss can be 
experienced

A person in a sense works off the 
effects of negative actions 
through (possibly multiple) 
reincarnations.

Purgatory with material fire No purgatory

Apophatic theology The Buddha's open agnosticism Positivistic theology Positivistic theology



Emphasis on the importance of 
accepting whatever happens, as 
the will of God which is 
ultimately for one's benefit no 
matter what happens

Emphasis on acceptance of 
whatever happens, as a means 
for developing virtue which is 
ultimately for one's benefit no 
matter what happens; patience 
seen as one of the greatest of 
virtues

similar Not emphasized.

Love for all including one's 
enemies as the prime ethical 
directive and path to personal 
happiness and fulfillment

Similar but the directive is 
explicitly and emphastically 
expanded to include not just 
human beings but all sentient 
beings

similar Not emphasized.

All others are to be regarded as 
Jesus Christ himself

All others are to be regarded as 
the Buddha himself or Buddhas

Similar Not emphasized; great divide 
between believers and non-
believers

Hate the sin but love the sinner Recognize the buddha nature in 
all while realizing that their 
misdeeds are the result of 
delusion.  Buddhism goes a step 
beyond, advising acceptance of 
other people as they are without 
judgment or reservation

Similar Similar but see sinners as 
doomed while believers are 
"saved"

Creation by a transcendant being 
to whom worship is due and who 
relates to human beings as 
person to person

Agnostic attitude toward origin of 
universe, but the Buddha and 
Bodhisattvas often are worshiped 
in a similar way as God is in 
Christianity

Same as Eastern Christianity Same as Eastern Christianity

Origin of evil seen to be 
primarily in the human will

Origin of evil seen to be primarily 
in delusion but also in ill will

Same as Eastern Christianity Same as Eastern Christianity

Meditation on death as a spur to 
virtue

Same Same Death seen only as transition to 
better life

Emphasis on importance of faith, 
where faith functions as a spur to 
virtue

Emphasis on importance of faith, 
where faith functions as a spur to 
virtue (e.g., faith in the Buddha's 
teachings)

Faith functions as spur to virtue 
and to participation in 
sacraments

Faith as mental belief in and of 
itself is effective, not necessarily 
in conjunction with virtuous 
action 



Stress on the 
interconnectedness of all things 
in the universe

Same.  This is the ultimate 
meaning of emptiness.

Not a major theme Not a major theme

Emphasis on symbolic and 
teaching character of liturgy and 
sacraments

Emphasis on teaching dharma, 
effected partly through rituals

A less symbolic, more "magical" 
view of sacraments

Little interest in sacraments or 
ritual, but emphasis on teaching 
scripture

Belief in miracles effected by 
holy people

Similar  Similar Similar

Belief in power of prayer to 
effect changes in others as well 
as oneself

Similar Similar Similar

Humility as one of the greatest of 
virtues

Similar Similar Not emphasized.

Evildoers harm themselves more 
than they do their victims

Similar Similar Not emphasized

Belief that bad things happening 
to one are the result of one's own 
sins and the common fate of 
everyone due to their sin in an 
interconnected universe

Belief that bad things happening 
to one are the result of one's own 
karma and the common fate of 
everyone's karma in an 
interconnected universe -- in a 
word, samsara

Similar Stress on "all things work 
together for good" without 
relating misfortunes to one's own 
sin.

Misfortunes resulting from sin 
seen as natural consequences 
rather than divine retribution

Misfortunes resulting from 
delusion seen as natural 
consequences

Misfortunes resulting from sin 
seen as divine retribution

Misfortunes resulting from sin 
seen as divine retribution

Cannot separate "theory from 
practice" -- you come to know 
God and understand Orthodoxy 
by doing good/developing virtue 
rather than just by learning 
scripture, patristics, etc.

Similar except result is 
enlightenment rather than 
knowing God

similar Emphasis on value of belief in 
and of itself.

Unity of the church as a whole 
through shared rituals and 
shared beliefs; no overarching 
earthly administration

Unity through shared beliefs (in 
the Buddha's teachings); no 
overarching earthly 
administration

Unity through a hierarchical 
authority structure

No apparent unity



Fasting practices, including an 
ideal of avoiding meat as much 
as possible, especially for 
monastics

Stress on vegetarianism as way 
to avoid harming other sentient 
beings, advocated especially for 
monastics but also for non-
monastics more than in 
Christianity

Similar to Eastern Christianity Irregular fasting practices, no 
general interest in vegetarianism


