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PART 1:  BUDDHISM & NATURE

Delightful are the 

forests where 

ordinary people find 

no pleasure.

There the 

passionless will 

rejoice, for they seek 

no sensual pleasures

Dhammapada

1

Wat Prasat Bakong, Siem Reap 



Wat Botum Wattey Reacheveraram, Phnom Penh

BUDDHA

Á Birth under a Sal tree

Á Early meditations under rose 

apple tree

Á Enlightenment under Bodhi 

tree

Á First sermon in deer park

Á Attained nirvana between twin 

sal trees
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DHAMMA

the cause was there,

the consequences followed; 

because the cause is there, 

the effects will follow

Buddha (sutra) 
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Thai manuscript art - 19th Century

DHAMMA

Á What is the effect of our actions on the 

environment?

Á Harmony between all parts of the environment

Á Compassion and respect for animals as different 

yet equal to humans
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PANCA SILAïFIVE

BUDDHIST PRECEPTS

5
Wat Prasat Bakong, Siem Reap 



PANCA SILAïFIVE BUDDHIST PRECEPTS

Interpreted from an environmental perspective:

Á Not Killing (No harming) ïapplicable to environmental conflicts & pollution

Á Not Stealing - applicable to corporate exploitation of resources

Á Not engaging in abusive relations ïapplicable to cruelty to non-humans

Á Not lying ïapplicable to advertising that promote consumerism

Á Not taking intoxicating substances 

after Kaza (2006) 
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BUDDHA (SUTTA NIPATA)

Know ye the grasses and the treeséThen know ye the worms, and the moths, and the different 

sorts of antsé

Know ye also the four-footed animals small and great, the serpents, the fish which range in the 

water, the birds that are borne along on wings and move through the airé

Know ye the marks that constitute species are theirs, and their species are manifold.

Sutta Nipata
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MAHA GHOSANANDA

When we respect the environment, then nature will be good to us.  When our hearts are good, 

then the sky will be good to us. 

The trees are like our mother and father, they feed us, nourish us, and provide us with everything; 

the fruit, leaves, the branches, the trunk. They give us food and satisfy many of our needs. So we 

spread the Dharma (truth) of protecting ourselves and protecting our environment, which is the 

Dharma of the Buddha.  

When we accept that we are part of a great human familyðthat every being has the nature of 

Buddhaðthen we will sit, talk, make peace. 

Maha Ghosananda

8



SANGHA
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People and forests are connected.     

If we take care of ourselves we will 

take care of the forests and the 

forests will care for us in return. 

Samdech Preah Maha Goshananda

Á Vinaya Pitaka 1

Á Vassa

Á Engaged Buddhism Pra Lay, Arang Valley

ROLE OF MONKS IN SOCIETY

10



We must find the courage to leave our temples and enter the temples of the human experience, temples that are filled 

with sufferingéThis will be a slow transformation, for many people throughout Asia have been trained to rely on the 

traditional monkhood. Many Cambodians tell me, ñVenerable, monks belong in the temple.ò It is difficult for them to 

adjust to this new role, but we monks must answer the increasingly loud cries of suffering. We only need to remember 

that our temple is with us always. We are our temple. 

Maha Ghosananda (1992) 

ENGAGED BUDDHISM 
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WATS & 

WATARAMS
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WATS  & WATARAMS

Á Wat: heart of the community. 

Exemplary & education role

Á Buddha encouraged 

monasteries in natural 

settings. E.g. Veluvanarama

ïtemple in a grove of 

bamboo

Á Vihara (Buddhist temple) = 

open place in the forest 

(pali)

Á Watarams: pagodas with 

abhyadana land/river- front

Á Khmer Buddhist tradition 

since King Sisowath: plant 

Koki trees in temple grounds
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PART 2: TRADITIONAL BELIEFS

Buddha stressed the need for 

co-existence with other 

religions and beliefs: 

As long as people respect the 

other religious beliefs and old 

holy places, the social 

environment will be healthy

Buddha

Mahaparinibbana Sutta
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Ą Ą

Ą

Not just different views on the same world, but different understandings of the world itself: what 

óthe nature of realityô is; what exists / doesnôt exist; how humans and nature relate; how the world 

óworksô

SCIENCE AND TRADITIONAL BELIEFS
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Do humans and non humans 

(animals; spirits) have a similar 

body?

Do humans and non humans 

(animals; spirits) have the same 

mind? 

Kinnari,  Bakong Temple, Siem Reap
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SCIENCE AND TRADITIONAL BELIEFS



This helps one understand why scientific knowledge and 

traditional knowledge is often so different.

Different, but equally true and equally important!

Humans & Non-

Humans

Science Traditional beliefs

Similar body Yes No

Similar mind No Yes

Kinnari,  Royal 

Palace, Phnom Penh
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SCIENCE AND TRADITIONAL BELIEFS



TRADITIONAL BELIEFS IN CAMBODIA

Buddhism co-exists peacefully with indigenous belief 

systems

Á Guardian spirits (Neak Ta)

Á Spirits of fallen heroes 

Á Ancestors

Á Devas

Á Focus on human-nature harmony

Á Often very beneficial for environmental conservation 

Á Joint Buddhist ïSpirit ceremonies (E.g. in Thailand: 

Conservation in Karen areas; abbot Phra Kru Pitak

Nantakhumôstree ordinations

Prayer to the Mera Mountain spirits
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SPIRITS - GUARDIANS OF THE FOREST

24

Tree spirit pagoda,  Alishan,  Taiwan

ÁThevoda story

ÁSpirit related codes of 

conduct in the forest

ÁVassa
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SPIRIT RELATED CODES OF CONDUCT / TABOOS
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ÁNeak Ta 

(guardian spirits)

Á Areak

(ghost spirits)

Á Deva

(Buddhist deities)



PART III- SPIRITUAL AND CULTURAL VALUE OF PLANTS, ANIMALS, SITES

Prey Lang Forest

Á Sacred plants ïtree, flower

Á Sacred animal species

Á Sacred Natural Sites

ÁCulturally meaningful species
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SACRED PLANTS

Á Lotus: flower rising above the muddy 

waters is symbolic of beings that have 

risen above greed, hatred, and delusion.

Á Lotus flowers offerings at Visakh Bochea

Á Bon Phka (flower ceremony)- the story of 

King Serey Lanka
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