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Meeting with Mark

An Introduction to Mark 


Mark Faircry
 is a friend I met about four months ago while looking for people to interview for my research on bridge-building between Christians and ‘eclectic spiritual seekers’.  I met him at  his workplace, Banyen bookstore –probably the largest metaphysical (& world religions) bookstore in the Northwest.  During our first interview I found out many things about Mark’s core beliefs and during this most recent discussion we were able to dialogue in more detail.  

Mark would describe himself as a ‘Pagan Buddhist’; meaning that, while he shares most in common with Buddhism’s core beliefs, he does not think that any religion has an exclusive claim on the truth and thus he has adapted and included many other beliefs and ideas as he comes across them.  He does not want to be ‘boxed in’ by any particular religion for this very reason.  This sentiment goes hand in hand with one of Mark’s primary values: tolerance.  I can sympathize with his reaction to religious structures that are overly controlling and exclusivistic, and am working through similarly related issues.

  I learned during this meeting that Mark especially enjoys reading, writing, meditating, channeling –anything that helps him further along the path of what he calls ‘Wisdom’. Thus he particularly enjoys having times of solitude and reflection, referring to himself as an ‘introvert’ because these times alone are what truly energize him.  He is not comfortable in larger groups because so often they tend to focus on topics that are either not interesting to him or seem to be superficial.  He would rather be engaged in dialogue with one other or with a small group –with people who are likewise interested in the pursuit of Wisdom.  However, even in our setting, Mark shared that he would rather be asked specific questions than be given free reign to share about his beliefs.

The Flow of our Conversation

So we met at the local Starbucks café, sipping our fruit drinks while sitting on the only two cushy leather chairs in the place (two police men sat nearby looking on enviously).  Usually I would steer the conversation by asking the questions that I hoped would help me to understand his beliefs –beliefs that seemed to me different, unclear –or sometimes just wrong.  Occasionally we would simply sit and think about what the other just said.  I have mixed feelings about the flow of our conversation.  First of all, I am unclear of my own motives when asking him questions.  Second of all, I am not sure if wanting to expose the error in someone’s belief is okay or not.  Thirdly, I think that if I am honest, I know too little of Mark or his beliefs to be making such assessments at all (as will become obvious later).  However, he did seem to want me to do the asking and I know that I am far from perfect –so what else could I do?  Hopefully he will forgive me when I was unfairly judgmental or not listening and respecting him as I ought to have.  I truly want to learn how to listen well; to listen without making so many assumptions.  This is a topic that came up in our conversation and I will touch on later.

The Content of our Conversation


The majority of our conversation had to do with clarifying (and sometimes challenging) general Buddhist beliefs or the adaptations that Mark had made to them.  I was curious about some aspects of Buddhist attitudes toward suffering and desire (derived from the Four Noble Truths); about Buddhist perceptions of the nature of reality; about oneness and diversity; about free will; and about love.  He, in the second part of our conversation, wanted to know how Christians wanting to ‘convert’ members of other religions can truly listen to and respect them.  He was also curious to know my response to the Stackhouse family’s protest of Playland just recently on the front pages of the Vancouver Sun.  

What did I learn from this encounter?


I learned many things from Mark, not least about himself.  Since it is beyond the scope of this paper to verify whether or not Mark’s beliefs are the same as early Buddhism, I will simply refer to the following as Mark’s beliefs (which I think he would like anyway).  I learned that Mark sees that there is much suffering in the world and that, while it is good to admit this, not all is suffering.  I was corrected in that the first Noble Truth is actually the word “suffering”, not “all is suffering” as I had previously thought.  Mark believes that there are pleasures and happiness in this world to be desired, but that when the desires harden into ‘clasping’ –then they will result in suffering.  However, he does believe that suffering can be a growing experience and disagrees with branches of Buddhism that see it as something to avoid or escape from.


I learned that the monism or pantheism that to me seems so ultimately selfish and enmeshing, does not necessarily look so to one on the other side; if all is one than selfishness and “love” are the same.  However, many of these Buddhist ontological questions remain at best mysterious and confusing to me.  Mark also seemed to feel that they were difficult to explain or express, that they were ultimately mysterious.  While I do still find the Buddhist ontological descriptions unsatisfactory, it is only fair to admit that the traditional Christian concept of the Trinity is likewise mysterious (albeit more attractive and somewhat sensible to me). 


I also learned that Mark is a little uncomfortable about the topic of love, and I was not very sensitive (‘loving’!) to this fact.  He has felt that other people have tried to tell him that he needs to love more, and he seems to be perturbed by this.  I think I insensitively added to this pressure by asking questions trying to point to the futility of wisdom without love.  However, towards the end we both at least agreed that wisdom might just be seen as knowledge applied in loving action.


An interesting point connected to this:  During this part of our conversation Mark pointed out that he had already told me that he enjoyed solitude, so why did I continue to press the questions about love?  Besides the bad motive mentioned earlier, I think I also had simply made the assumption (from a Christian perspective) that love was something that would be desired, explored and experienced while alone –with God.  However, I pressed the point one step further and asked if he did not have any experiences related to love with the entities that he channeled? –to which he replied a resounding “yes”.  In fact he thought it was somewhat unusual how much these entities seemed to talk about their love for Mark.  While I could speculate more on the meaning of this phenomena, I think there are multiple interpretations, and I am not familiar enough with him or the complex topic of channeling to comment any further.

Did I change in how I think about the gospel?


I think I changed in how I think about the gospel in that it was confirmed in me that God is revealing Himself to all people who are truly seeking the truth.  How far they can get without the revelation that the gospel brings is a question that ultimately only God knows and that is too big for this paper.  Therefore I was also reminded of how complex the issue of truth and the topic of pluralism is–and thus the equally complex nature of the gospel itself.  

However, the primary thing that I learned (or am learning) about the gospel has to do with the topic of my general attitude and beliefs in relating to those of other faiths (meaning all non-Christians). This was made most clear to me when, towards the end of our conversation, Mark quite straightforwardly asked me “How can someone like yourself, interested in interfaith dialogue, truly listen and respect the other when your desire is for them to be converted to Christianity?”  This is an insightful and challenging question.  I feel I answered it in part, at least theoretically, in sharing that the main goal in the conversation is not conversion –but to love the other person.  Surely many of us need to be reminded of that fact: loving a person without any condition of their conversion is good in itself.  I also shared that I think it is only fair, particularly in the context of an interfaith dialogue, that one would want to share that which is good and edifying with the other.  So why would one not want another to share a belief?

However, he has a point in that Christianity seems to assert that within its teachings is a truth (the gospel of Jesus Christ) that is essential to every human and therefore more important than any other revealed truth.  Does this make the Christian better or more important than any other?  Definitely not.  Does it make the Christian message more important than any other?  It would seem so—yet this raises many questions and problems.

 In short, I was humbled in seeing that, despite my attempts to be loosed from the bonds of self-righteous exclusivism, I still approach people who don’t hold to a Christian position with a degree of superiority (“I have much to offer, they have little”) and suspicion (“these unfamiliar beliefs and practices are probably dangerous”).  I see a way in which much of this can be remedied, and yet I still have some serious questions.  Primarily, the question is this:  If a knowledge and trust in the good news of Christ is of ultimate/eternal significance how can this truth not make every other more temporal truth and revelation seem comparatively unimportant and pale.  Perhaps this is just the way reality is.  For example, I can imagine a human scenario that would be similar.  A man is at the bottom of a pit.  Another is at the top, with a rope.  Now the man below may have all kinds of things to offer the man at the top, but the more urgent need is the rope that the other man has.  This does not make him better, it may simply mean that he is more responsible to help.  I don’t know.  I think the answer to this dilemma has something to do with God’s generous and free grace, with the virtue of humility, and with the fact that in reality all truths are tied up in the gospel…but I don’t really know and will have to trust that the answer will come in time.

Did Mark change in how he thinks about the gospel?


Well, obviously I can’t know for sure the answer to this question.  However, I do hope that he may have learned a few things.  I hope that, in my reading of Paul’s mission to the Athenians, he may have seen a more mature approach to missions and how the gospel might actually fulfill and complement other religions rather than disrespect and destroy them.  I hope that some of our discussion on the nature of free-will, love and diversity may have challenged his views of the nature of reality and relationships.  I hope that our discussion about the difference between the Buddhist and the Christian understanding of selflessness was helpful (the former describing the self as illusionary, the latter describing the self and some of it’s desires as contrary to the Spirit of love and service).  I read from Philippians 2: 

“Do nothing out of selfish ambition or vain conceit, but in humility consider others better than yourselves.   Each of you should look not only to your own interests, but also to the interests of others.” (2:3-4)

and then onto Christ’s ultimate embodying/enfleshing this example of humble love (2:5-11).  I most of all hope that this passage revealed some light about the nature of love, of the gospel, and of the mysterious and wonder-full person it points to: Jesus Christ.  For if there is something ultimately and significantly unique about Christianity –it is obviously most clear in Christ himself.  The church, which includes myself, seems to blur the picture when it comes to modeling his humility and love.  Thankfully, He has clearly demonstrated his love, mercy and acceptance of us despite our foolish messes.  Yet I confess that I struggle to really believe this most of the time.  How different are we?

I have many questions that continue to linger that are related to the topics of mission, evangelism, and pluralism.  I am very thankful to have the time to study in an environment like Regent in which many of these questions are being explored (though not as forthrightly as I would like). I enjoyed my meeting with Mark and I truly hope that he and I continue to meet and grow in mutual understanding, Wisdom and friendship.
� Mark’s name has been changed for privacy.





