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INTRODUCTION

These lectures were delivered under the auspices of the
Indian Institute of World Culture in July 1954,

The lecturer, Bhikshu Sangharakshita, 1s an Englishman,
horn in London 1 1925, When fourteen years old he read
the two volumes of the world-famous Isis Unveiled, by
H. P. Blavatsky; he writes: “It hberated me from the
bonds of dogmatie Christianity, and though I never be-
came 8 theosophist, I am deeply sympathetic to certain
aspects of the Theosophical Movement, though frankly
speaking T regard some of the later developumients as de-
viations,” He visited Malava, Ceylon and South India,
reached North India in 1949 and received the lower
ordination (pabbaja) i Kusinara. In November 1950 he
received the higher ordination (upasampada). He has
studied Pali and 1= well-versed in the lhiterature of both
the Hinayana and the Mahayana Schools of Buddhism.
He founded the Young Men’s Buddhist Association at
Kahmipong i 1950.

Bhikshu Sangharakshita enlarged the stenographic re-
ports of his lectures; in fact he rewrote them. This is one
reason why their publication in book form has taken time.
In this particular instance delay has not proved dangerous.

We are sure that the entire Buddhist world and the
scholars of Buddhism as well as students of comparative
religion will welcome this valuable publication and the
Indian Institute of World Culture hopes that the reception
accorded it will justify the effort and the cost of its
production.

THE PUBLISHERS
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Namo Tassa Bhagavato Arahato Sammasambuddhassa

CHAPTER ONE

THE BUDDHA AND BUDDHISM

The Approach to Buddhism

|
THE importance of Right Motive, of a correct attitude
of mind, is emphasized more strongly in Buddhism
than in any other form of traditional teaching. Bodily and
vocal actions are regarded not as so many detachable ap-
pendages of personality, but as a true expression of our
subjective selves, as the externalization of our innermost
thoughts and desires, and they are judged and evaluated
accordingly. It would be strange 1f the very study of
Buddhism—the taking, that is to say, of the Dharma itself
as subject of investigation—should be exempted from the
application of this principle. There are wrong as well as
right motives, bad as well as good mental attitudes, with
which the study of the Teaching may be taken up; and
the .1mportance of Right Motive and correct mental atti-
tude 1s stressed here as elsewhere, not out of any abstract
notion of respect due to the Dharma, but simply and solely
because 1t i1s quite impossible to understand the Dharma
truly without them.

At the risk of appearing dogmatic (not that dogmatism,
In the sense of an intellectually precise formulation of
spiritual certainties, i1s necessarily a bad thing) we have
to insist that inasmuch as the Dharma 1s the means of
emancipation, the Raft that ferries us across the waters of
birth-and-death to the Farther Shore of Nirvana, the state
of Matchless Security, the only possible Right Motive with
which the study of Buddhism can be undertaken is the
hope that through such study Enlightenment may ulti-
mately be attained. “Just as the great ocean, O Monks,
has one taste, the taste of salt,” deeclared the Buddha,



2 THE BUDDHA AND BUDDHISM

“even so, O Monks, this Doctrine and Discipline have one
taste, the taste of Linancipation.” .

To 1gnore or to lose sight of this explicit and quite un-
ambiguous statement of the sole function which the
Dharma is meant to perform, and either consciously or
unconsclously to regard it as possessing any other signifi-
cance or value whatsoever, 1s a wrong mental attitude that
can result’ in nothing but the gravest misunderstanding.

Does this mean that the scientifie study of Buddhism, to
which several gencrations of illustrious scholdrs have de-
voted their lives, is a istake, a procedure which should
now be as much as possible discouraged, and finally aban-
doned altogcther? Is the orthodox study of the Dharma
as the means of emancipation s0 intolerant of humanistic
rivalry that, like the Turkish monarch of eighteenth cen-
tury belief, it can bear “no brother near the throne” of its
supremacy? Our meaning need not be construed so drastic-
ally. We do not wish that the scientific study of Buddhism
should be abolished, but that it should be relegated to its
proper place in the hierarchy of disciplines, where it may
continue to performn its useful but distinctly subordinate
function. Like many other things it is wrong not in itself,
but only when it is put in the wrong place. Lucifer, -to
borrow an illustration from the Hebrew tradition, was an
angel of light so long as he remained content with his own
place in the celestial hierarchy; he became the Prince of
Darkness only when he sought to usurp a position higher
than the one which had been allotted huin. In order that
all possibility of misunderstanding may be precluded, it is
not only necessary to insist that the scientific study of
Buddhism be relegated to its proper place in the scale of
values, but at the same time to indicate the nature and
scope of such a study and to define clearly its lateral
limitations.

Before this can be done it will be necessary for us to
remind ourselves of the nature of the sclentific ethod
generally. It is intellectual. It believes, or at least its pro-

1 Vinaya, 11, 239.
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cedure 1s based on the conscious or unconsclous assump-
tion, that the unaided intellect is capable of penctrating
to the truth about the subject of its researches., The
scientific study of Buddhism will, therefore, be a priori
limited to those aspeets of the Dharma which are suscepti-
blc of an intellectual understanding, while the Dharma
as a whole, being concerned exclusively with the Path of
[Emaneipation, and more particularly with those actualities
which, we are expressly told, cxist “beyond the reach of
rcasoning’’ (atakkavacaro), will transcend the sphere of
1ts investigations. What remains as a legitimate subject of
scientific enquiry, after the spiritual essence, the transcen-
dental core, of Buddhism has been excluded from its pur-
view, are the various spatial and temporal forms which
even a purely transcendental Teaching i1s compelled to
assume 1n order to accommodate itself to the capacities of
human beings.

Spiritual teaching is often imparted through the medium
of language, and the nature of the language used, its origin
and development, its grammatical structure, hiterary forms
and influence upon other languages are legitimate subjects
of scientific research. Science may even be permitted to
arrive at conclusions about them, provided that such con-
clusions are strictly philological and make no attempt to
trespass on spiritual preserves. Similarly, the traditional
Buddhist fine and applied arts and other asthetic expres-
sions of the Dharma, Buddhist archaology and epigraphy,
together with the history of Buddhism on its institutional
side (in 1ts essence, being a space-and-time-transcending
spiritual experience, Buddhism has no hlstory) may be
regarded as : subjects which it is within the competence of
the scientific method to examine. Indeed, such scientifie
studies may be, when they do not seek to extend their
“vast prerogative’” 1f not “so far as Jove” then at least
certainly beyond the proper sphere of its authority, not
only useful but almost necessary even from the strictly
Buddhist point of view. Unless we happen to be Bodhi-
sattvas, in which case we should be able to see the Buddha
in His Sambhogakaya and hear Him preaching to the
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assembly of Bodhisattvas in one of the celestial realms,
we are dependent for our knowledge of the Dharma upon
an acquaintance with the various spatio-temporal forms
in which it has found embodiment. It is for this reason
that Buddhists down the ages have had of necessity to
concern themselves with subjects which, having become
detached from the main body of Western traditional knowl-
edge to which they originally belonged, are now regarded
as independent ‘“sciences.” Many orthodox commentators
are fond of indulging in a little amateur philology. The
philology is often bad; but the lessons they draw from 1t
arc generally excellent. The ancient world, if the choice
had been placed before it, would no doubt have preferred
bad philology with good doctrine to bad doctrine (some-
times no doctrine at all) and good philology. The modern
world plumps for good philology regardless of consequences.
There is of course no reason why our sciences and our
doctrine should not both be sound; but if one of the two
must, be sacrificed, then by all means let it be the less
valuable.

We believe, however, that the scientific study of Bud-
dhism within the hllllt:: necessarilly imposed upon it by the
nature of the scientific method itself need not be cousidered
irreconcilable with the traditional approach to the Dharma.
(We distinguish “Buddhism” from “the Dharma” and link
it with “scientific study” because the term is itself a prod-
uct of scientific modes of thought and has, if all its con-
notations are taken into account, no traditional equivalent,
though “Dharma” i1s more often than not mistakenly re-
egarded as such.) All that we insist is that the two methods
can be used together only when the scientific study of
Buddhism is recognized as possessing a merely subordinate
and instrumental value and is not permitted to transgress
its own clearly defined limits. The Teaching, it 1s true,
exists in texts, and these texts are written n languages
which may be learned with the help of dictionares and
grammars. But we refuse to admit that merely because
he understands the language in which Buddhist texts are
written, even though 1t be to the point of being able to
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“translate” them into a modern language, the mere scholar
may for this reason alone be considered equal to the task
of exploring the spiritual significance of those texts or of
explaining it to others. Much less still can we agree that
onc who refuses to accept the existence of a transcendental
Principle, whether in the Buddhistic sense or in some other
way, can cver hope to understand a doctrine whose sole
concern is with the reahization of such a Principle. It may
even be said that a student belonging to a non-Buddhist
tradition which affirms the existence of a spiritual world
beyond the physical senses and the mind, in however crude
and exclusive a form the affirmation may be made, has
sometimes a better chance of understanding the Dharma
than a conscientiously impartial person who has no belief
in the reality of sueh a world. Of course, should the tradi-
tion concerned formulate its afirmation in so chronically
cxclusive a manner that any genuine recognition of the
spiritual value of an alternative formulation i1s rendered
impossible from its point of view, then misrepresentations
far more serious than those of our “impartial” materialist
will 1nevitably arise.

During the last hundred years, which is the length of
the period for which for the Bodhi-Dharma, transformed
by modern science into “Buddhism,” has been known to
the Western world and its Westernized dependencies (both
political .and cultural) in the East, the Doctrine of the
Enhightened One has had to suffer misrepresentation at the
hands of friends and foes alike. Avidya (ignorance), mgha_‘
(deluston}, or mithya-drsti (wrong understanding), is the
Intellectual counterpart of lust-and-hate (lobha-dvesa), and
though ultimately the feeling of attraction is inseparable
from that of repulsion, the immediate genesis of ignorance
may be from either of them separately. There are those who
dislike Buddhism for the right reason as well as those who
like it for the wrong reason, and which form of misunder-
standing is ultimately more fatal to the Dharma it would
be difficult to say. One thing, however, 1s clear. With the
marvellously increased dissemination of factual knowledge
about Buddhism which has been witnessed in both East
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and West during the last few years, the malicious mis-
representations, the deliberate distortiong, of Buddhist
doctrine, which certain interested persons and parties strove
so sedulously to circulate only a few years ago, are finding
it more and more difficult to win credence. A great deal of
the original hostility to Buddhism has gone underground,
and reveals itself, not in open criticism of Buddhst doe-
trine s0 much as in underhand attempts to hinder the
cfforts made by Buddhist organizations to propagate the
Dharma. In fact, so far as the West i1s concerned, open
misrepresentation of the Dharma has almost disappeared
from intellectually responsible quarters, and would appear
to be largely confined to pulp magazines and Protestant
Christian missionary literature.

Nowadays Buddhism has more often to pray for protec-
tion from its friends than from its enemies. The number
of those who like Buddhism for the wrong reason, or who,
more correctly, are attracted hy what they wrongly imagine
is Buddhism, is increasing, and by reason of their very
sincerity they constitute a growing threat to the purity
and integrity of the Doctrine which they profess to sup-
port. Such people will generally be found to have developed
strong religious convictions prior to their study of Bud-
dhism. These convictions they do not wish to have un-
settled, and although genuinely attracted by certain
aspects of the Dharma they do not hesitate to challenge,
misinterpret or simply ‘“explain away” whatever other
aspects of the Teaching are in conflict with their precon-
ceived 1deas. One of the most original contributions of the
Buddha to human knowledge i1s the discovery of the fact
that theories are rooted in desires, and the very tenacity
with whieh, in the face of the clearest textual evidence te
the contrary, such students persist in clinging to their er-
roneous interpretations of the Dharma is an unmistakable
indication of the extent of their emotional commitment.
Theories of a personal god and an immortal soul are so
deeply rooted in the soil of the human heart that belief in
them has often been regarded as synonvmous with religion
itself. Such belief is not synonymous with the Dharma,
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The Buddha 1n faet taught that belief in a personal god
and an 1mmortal soul were rationalizations of desires, of
our craving for love and protection, our attachment to our
own personalitiecs and our thirst for life. Enlightenment.
can be attained by the renunciation not only of selfish
desires but of the religious theories or “views” (drsti)
which are based on those desires. Belief in personal god
and 1mmortal soul are not helps but hindrances to one who
would follow the Dharma, and the student who is strongly
attached to such beliefs and who feels at the same time
attracted by certain aspeets of Buddhism, or who shrinks
from the suggestion that so distinguished a tradition should
deny his most cherished convictions, will be compelled by
his emotional needs to blunder into misunderstandings and
misinterpretations of the Dharma. “The Buddha must have
believed in god,” ery some such people, “He could not have
denied the existence of the Atman,” protest others; but
unfortunately for them the Buddha did do both shocking
things. The Wisdom of the Tathagata is not to be measured
by the yardstick of human intelligence, nor limited by the
cravings of the human heart.

The ideal student of Buddhism would be one who,
whether scientifically trained or not, was prepared to admit
the possibility of a spiritual experience which would tran-
scend the physical senses and the rational mind, and who
would be willing to give unprejudiced consideration to the
Buddha’s claim that He had achieved this experience Him-
self and that by following His Teaching others might
achieve it for themselves too. Such a person would not
commit the mistake of thinking that the intellect, though
capable of performing useful preliminary work, was able
to penetrate the inner meaning of Buddhism, or that Truth
would reveal itself to any faculty save to intuition
awakened by spiritual practice. He or she would be free
from beliefs which, though they pass for religious doetrines
in the world, are in fact born of fear, craving and other
egocentric emotions. Resolved fearlessly to pursue, frankly
to examine and faithfully to accept and follow, whatever
the truth about Buddhism might turn out to be, such an
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ideal student could be said to be fairly well equipped for
the study of Buddhism, and to approach the Dharma with
at least an approximation to Right Motive in the specifi-
cally Buddhist sense.

We are not unaware that it will be objected, and objected
with good reason, that very few students of Buddhism can
be expected to meet the somewhat exacting demands that
we have made of themn; but we have enunciated the prin-
ciple 1nvolved with the minimum of compromise, not be-
cause we expect that it will in all cases be lived up to, but
in order to insist upon the limitations of the merely scienti-
fic approach to the study of transcendental doctrines, and
to combat, if only to the extent of explhieit contradiction,
the modern tendency to believe that spiritual truths can
be understood by those who have not been spiritually
trained. All intending students of Buddhism would do well
to remember, however, that the Heart of the Dharma, the
spiritual essence which underlies and interpenctrates all
doctrinal formulations, metaphysical discipline and zs-
thetic expressions, will be revealed, not in proportion to
the bulk of our scholastic equipment, but only to the ex-
tent to which we have cultivated Right Motive,

If we render Right Aspiration (also ‘known as
Right-Mindedness, ete.) back into the original Pali or
Sanskrit term, and adopt the analysis given in the
ancient texts, we shall see that Samma-sankappo or
Samyak-samkalpa is said to comprise the mental states of
alobha (non-greed), adosa (non-hatred) and ahimsa (non-
injury). From the modern point of view it might seem
strange that a certain purity of mind should be helpful,
even indispensable, to the proper understanding of tradi-
tional teachings. If so, it would indicate the greatness of
the extent to which modern life and thought had lost their
anchorage in Tradition. From the viewpoint of traditional
spirituality, as it exists in varying degrees of purity in all
the great religions of the world, the way in which a man
lives 1s not unrelated to his capacity for the apprehension
of Truth, and his ability to understand doctrines of a
transcendental nature is thought in part to be determined
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not only by the integrity of his approach to these doctrines
themselves but also by the integrity of his character In
all the relations of life. Even a tradition so well barnacled
with theistic accretions as Christianity has not forgotten
that 1t i1s the “pure in heart” who shall “sce God.” Our
study of the Dharma will be fruitful only if we ourselves
have some hankering after the spiritual life.

II. The Study of the Dharma
Methods and Materials

Though 1t may be true that the most serious obstacles
to the proper understanding of Buddhism are those which
exist In the student’s own mind, and though it mayv be a
fact that psychological obstructions are generally much
more difficult to remove than any merely phvsical barrier
erected by circumstances or forees outside us, it would be
a mistake to assume for this reason that obstacles external
to the mind of the student do not exist, or that once he is
furnished with the key of Right Motive no further difficul-
ties will be encountered,—that every door will yield at his
approach, every lock fly open bhefore him. With the key
of Right Motive in his hand the student of Buddhism may
indeed draw near the dragon-warded portals of the Palace
of Wisdom with the confidence that he has only to “turn
the key softly in the oiled wards” for the adamantine
doors to swing open at a touch. But what if he stands at
the wrong door? What if he tries to insert the right key
into the wrong lock?

The obstacles to which, with the help of a traditional
similitude, we are now drawing the reader’s attention, are
not unrelated to the merely intellectual, scientifie, or non-
traditional approach to the study of Buddhism discussed
in the foregoing pages. Scientifically trained scholars not
only conduct researches into Buddhism but also publish
the results of their labours 1n books and magazines. Under
modern conditions, such publications are generally for a
long time the sole sources of knowledge available to the
student, who, with his unreflecting worship of scientific
methods and academic qualifications; i1s in any case pre-
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disposed to accept them at their face value, and to regard
them as authentic expositions of the Dharma. So long as
the works in question recognize the limitations of the
scientific method, and confine themselves to those aspects
of Buddhism which are susceptible of a purely intellectual
approach, the student suffers little positive harm. He is
deprived, indeed, of a great positive good, that of an ac-
quaintance with the Dharma as the source and means of
spiritual life; but if he is himself spiritually perceptive he
will sense it, like an invisible perfume in a musty chamber,
underneath the lavers of arid exposition and dusty com-
ment; and in any case the possibility of such acquaintance
at some time in the future i1s not precluded. Meanwhile,
he may be obscurely aware that he is being offered, in
gospel phrase, a stone instead of bread, and he may even
join the poet in his lament

Oh what a dusty answer gets the soul
When hot for certainties in this our life!

Unfortunately, few of the numerous “scholarly” books
on Buddhism are content to remain within the proper
Iimits of scientific investigation. The majority of them
appear to be quite unconscious that there are realms into
which the intellect is powerless to penectrate, and rarely,
if ever, do they refrain from dogmatizing in the most pon-
tifical manner on the fundamental verities of Buddhism.
Should the unwary student be so unfortunate as to en-
counter, at the outset of his career, works of this mislead-
ing kind, irreparable harm may be done; for he would have
to be possessed of “roots of merit” of quite extraordinary
strength to be able to surmount so huge an obstacle and
arrive, eventually, at a true understanding of the Dharma.

We therefore emphasize how important it as for the
student to avoid from the very beginning practically all
books which are merely “about” Buddhism, and to place
instead almost his whole reliance upon the actual Word of
the Buddha and on the sayings and writings of His en-
lightened disciples through the ages. The temptation to
derive knowledge and guidance from popular manuals, es-
peciallv from those written by non-Buddhists, should he
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firmly resisted; for such productions are generally little
more than compilations from a number of scientifie works,
usually old ones, and possess little originality apart from
their own contribution of misunderstandings and mistakes.
The 1deal method of studying Buddhism would be to be
read 1n the original language a number of carefully selected
texts Dbelonging to the Pali, Sanskrit, Chinese, Tibetan,
Mongolian or Japanese canonical Buddhist literature.
Should this for any reason be deemed 1mpracticable (under
modern conditions it will be so for all save the most dili-
gent and earnest students) the next best method of learn-
ing the Dharma is by studving some of the numerous
translations of such texts which now exist In many modern
languages, both European and Asian. Preference should
be given, 1n those cases where the purely scientific qualifi-
cations of the translators are more or less equal, to versions
of Buddhist texts which have been made, if not by pro-
fessed Buddhists, then at least by persons sympathetic to-
wards Buddhism. Indeed, it may even at times bhe found
that translations which are, from the literary point of
view, uncouth and clumsy in the extreme, but which have
been made by persons possessed of genuine insight into the
Dharma, are capable of opening the inner eye of the student
in a way which the most exact and polished translation
made by the mere scholar 1s powerless to effect. Wong Mow
Lam’s English version of The Sutra Spoken by the Sixth
Patriarch (Wer Lang) on the High Seat of the Gem of
Law (Shanghai) is an excellent example of this type of
translation. Despite bad grammar, faulty syntax and
wrong use of words (to say nothing of printer’s errors,
coarse paper and unattractive binding of the original edi-
tion) there shines through its pages a light which 1s not
of this world, so that it enjoys among many English
students of Buddhism,—some of whom owe to it their first
glimpse of Enlightenment,—an esteem which 1s hardly
equalled by that of the most scholarly translations from
the Buddha-Word itself. Tt should not be thought, though,
that by reading a Buddhist text in translation the student
is excused from all knowledge whatsoever of the language

522
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in which it was originally composed. There are key-words
in the Indo-Aryan language or languages in which the
Buddha preached that cannot be satisfactonily rendered
by a single equivalent in any modern tongue not in the
line of direet descent from the languages of ancient India.
The meaning of these key-words, such as Nirvana, samsara,
citta, dharma, prajna, moksa and many more must the
student learn, not by consulting dictionaries merely, but
by carefully noting the various contexts in which they
occur, and by systematically meditating upon the actual-
ities of which they are symbols. Inasmuch as even the
richest languages of modern Europe are woefully deficient
not only in such “religious” or “philosophical” terms, but
even in a term to describe such terms (for strictly speak-
ing they pertain neither to religion nor philosophy as under-
stood in the West, but to something including and tran-
scending both which can be described only as “Dharma’),
the most painstaking translation of a Pali or Sanskrit fext
into French or German or any other modern European
language is by the very act of translation distorted to a
degree of which the student i1s generally quite unaware,
The greater the number of ‘“key-words” translated, and
the more “understandable” the translation appears at the
beginning to the student, the greater the degree of distor-
tion is likely to be. Such a danger is to be guarded against
by leaving all key-words untranslated (a number of ap-
proximate equivalents may be given within brackets the
first time each such word occurs) by which means the
student will gradually learn to accustom himself to their
use and in time will grow fathiliar with their significance.
Should it be objected that such a method of study will
impose great difficulties on the student, we shall reply that
it is better to arrive with difficulty at a true understanding
of the Dharma than to arrive with ease at an understand-
ing that is wrong and false.
Smooth the descent, and easy is the way;

But to return, and gain the cheerful skies,
Therein the toil and mighiy labour lies.

Renderings of Buddhist texts whieh fail to leave un-
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translated the Indo-Aryan key-words, and books on Bud-
dhism which, instead of employing such terms, not only
make use of Western religious and philosophical expres-
sions,—many of which have acquired a Christian connota-
tion quite foreign to the spirit of Buddhisin,—but also
attempt. to reduce the Dharma to some modern ’ism or
'ology, should be either serupulously avoided or employed
with the utmost circumspection. Where it 1s difficult or
mmpossible for the student to read cither original text or
reliable translation of a portion of the Buddhist Canon
he should as far as possible confine himself to books by
professed Buddhists, preferably by members of the Sangha.
This we say not out of sectarian prejudice, nor from any
desire to aggrandize a particular body of men, but simply
and solely for the reasons to which we have already sought
to give clear expression, namely, that inasmuch as the
Dharma is a way of life aiming at Enlightenment 1t can
be best understood and expounded by those who in both
theory and practice accept and follow it as such. Members
of the Sangha, the Holy Order of the monastic disciples of
the Lord Buddha, for this reason have ever been revered
in the Buddhist lands of Asia as the custodians of the
Dharma, and regarded as being, by reason of their special
vocation, more qualified to teach it than other people. In
some such countries a Buddhist layman will, even now,
speak in public on the Doctrine only with the utmost diffi-
dence, and never without first making it clear that what-
ever he says is subject to correction by the Sangha.
Though the student may grasp the necessity of Right
Motive in the study of Buddhism, and also understand the
importance of having right material for study, there remain
some minor occasions of misunderstanding against which
also he must be on his guard. We have said that the best
way of studying the Dharma 1s to rely first on the Buddha-
Word in the original language, secondly upon translations
which are from the traditional point of view reliable, and
thirdly on books about Buddhism which have been written
by men possessing the traditional qualifications for teach-
ing the Dharma. Here, “best way” includes not only the
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material but the method of study, and between the ancient
and traditional and the modern and non-traditional
methods of studying a =criptural text there exists, though
the fact is often lost sight of, a very great deal of differ-
cnee. In ancient India to learn a text did not mean to read
it by oneself. It meant to learn, recite, study and meditate
upon 1t at the feet of one’s teacher. In fact, learning and
hearing were represented by the same word, and a learnced
man was not one who had read many books but one who
had “heard” muech. This idiom did not arise solely from
the lack of writing materials but, in the case of spiritual
lore at least, out of the very nature of the spiritual experi-
ence itself and of the inexorable laws governing the trans-
mission from one human being to another of knowledge
pertaining to the means whereby Truth may be realized.
In all traditional civilizations the relation between Master
and disciple was one of the basic facts of life, and to be
without a teacher was synonymous with being without
cducation or culture of any kind. Though much that does
not directly pertain to the Path of Liberation may now bc
learned by the private perusal of printed literature, the
traditional practice of studying seriptural texts with a
teacher who has more than a theoretical knowladge of them
15 still the best method of penetrating into the essence of
the Dharma. Under the conditions which generally obtain
in modern society it will but rarely be possible for the
student to live either 1n his master’s house, as was the
Brahmanical practice, or in a monastery dedicated to the
use of the Sangha, as was and to a great extent still 1s the
custom in many Buddhist countries. In those places, how-
ever, where the traditional Buddhist way of life has not
yvet eapitulated to the forces of materalism and secularism
it will still be possible for him to go and sit for regular
instruetion at the feet of a qualified teacher, be it Ceylon
bhikkhu or Tibetan gelong, and in this way to learn the
correct interpretation of the text selected for study. Students
of Buddhism who have the misfortune to live in places
where the light of the Dharma does not yet shine in its
full glory should at least take full advantage of the tem-
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porary presence of those members of the Sangha who
follow the Buddha’s exhortation to go forth and preach
“out of compassion for the world, for the welfare and
happiness of gods and men.” (Vinaya, Mahavagga). How-
ever short the duration of the visiting bhikkhu's stay may
be, 1t should be utilized to the full for clearing up doubts,
resolving difficulties, and in short for gaining a clearer
comprehension of the Dharma. Earnest students of Bud-
dhism living in a non-Buddhist environment should meet
for discussion, as well as for group study and meditation,
as often and as regularly as possible. As soon as their re-
sources permit, they should make arrangements for period-
ical visits by a qualified member of the Sangha. Even-
tually, as their numbers grow, they will feel the need of
having in their midst a permanently resident monk to
provide them with continuous spiritual guidance. Without
a personal teacher the study of the Dharma 1s beset with
many difficulties; but m the absence of a guru progress in
the higher spiritual life is rendered almost impossible. As
Sarahapada sings in the Dohakosha or Treasury of
Songs : —

It is This that’s read and This that’s meditated;

It’s This that’s discussed in treatises and old legends.

There is no school of thought which does not have This

as ils aim,
But one sees it only at the feet of one’s master.

Students who have no means of direct contaet with a
teacher, and who are therefore obliged to study alone,
should not, however, despair of making good progress.
Taking the Dharma itself as their guide, they should dili-
gently apply themselves to the accumulation of a stock of
merit (punya-sambhdra) with the firm conviction that, as
an anclent adage says, “When the disciple 1s ready the
Master will be there.”

The student who 1s possessed of Right Motive and who
1s acqualnted with the right materials and knows the right
method for the study of the Dharma, needs to be warned
against one more misconception. This, like the misconcep-
tion jJust now discussed, pertains not to motive or material
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but to method, and though scemingly the most 1nnocuous
1s in reality (at least in its ultimate foundations and
eventual consequences) the most dangerous of all, being 1n
fact one of the symptoms of a disease which today afflicts,
in onc form or another, practically the whole of Occidental
humanity, as well as a growing section of the peoples of
the Orient, namely, the progressive dissociation of more
and more activities of life from the unifying and integrat-
ing dominance of Tradition. In a traditional civilization
cvery branch of knowledge, and every kind of activity, 1s
integrated with conceptions of a metaphysical order. Every
aspect of life, even the lowest and most mundane, i1s given
a transcendental orientation which enables it to function,
in a general way, as a support, if not for the actual hiving
of the spiritual life, then at least for a more or less constant
awarcness of the existence of spiritual values. In such a
civilization, religion (to use the narrow modern term) 1s
not something from which a man can escape, even 1if he
wants to; for it encounters him at every step, with the
familiar objects of home and the accustomed routine of
daily life. Nurtured in such an environment, in which the
whole of existence appears te be a great Smaragdine Tab-
let, constantly reminding us that “the things below are
copies” and that the originals are above, sensitive hearts
and minds become more subtle and sensitive still. To them
“rocks, and stones, and trees,” and other natural objects,
are not simply lumps of matter of various shapes and
sizes, but “huge cloudy symbols of a high romance” traced,
not. by the “magic hand of chance,” but by the irresistible
finger of omnipresent spiritual law. Nature 1s not dead, but
alive with many voices, and to an eye accustomed to sece
and to hear things that point beyond themselves even
An old pine-tree is preaching wisdom, -
And a wild bird crying oul truth.

Through the non-traditional civilization of the modern
West, however, the sledge-hammer blows of sclence have
driven a wedge that threatens to split asunder the whole
fabric. “Religious” and ‘“secular,” ‘“saéred” and “profane”
interests and activities are sharply distinguished and ruth-



THE STUDY OF THE DHARMA 17

lessly divided the one from the other. The sphere of
“rehiglon” has progressively shrunk, so that it now has
little or no connection with, or influence over, the vast
majority of the activities in which men at present engage.
It may no longer be compared with the ocean-bed which
supports (Dharma 1s derived from a root meaning *‘to sup-
port”) the mighty mass of waters rolling above, but to a
sinall voleanic i1sland reeling and shuddering beneath the
relentless impaet of the hostile element by which it is sur-
rounded and well-nigh overwhelmed. For the modern man
there 1s 1n the common things of life no hint of aught be-
yond; for him there falls, like moonlight upon shifting
leaves, no steady radiance of the Eternal upon the flicker-
mgs of his days. He is the true descendant of Peter Bell,
iIn whom Wordsworth, writing when the smoke of the
Industrial Revolution had already begun to darken the
skies of FEngland, described a type of humanity now fast
becoming universal:—
A primrose by the river's brim

A yellow primrose was to him,
And it was nothing more.

Religilon, banished from the affairs of men, sits dark and
solitary in the temple. Life goes on, or seems to go on, as
before; but that which was “the life of life” is no longer
there, and 1t is problematical how long the ghastly simul-
acrum will be able to continue its anties.

Such a displacement of civilization from its age-old
foundations in spiritual values, and the consequent open-
ing of a breach between the “religious” and “secular” as-
pects ‘of life, will inevitably find a counterpart not only
in the student’s life but in his approach to the study of
Buddhism. Brought up in a non-traditional environment,
wherein few objects and activities have any significance
beyond themselves, he will be naturally prone to think
that the study of Buddhism is one activity among many,
to be pursued without the necessity of considering, either
what influence it may have on other activities, or what
cftect they may have upon 1t. In a traditional society such
negligence would not have very serious consequences; for,

2
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as already stated, in such a society everything reeeives,
ultimately, a transcendental orientation, and few aetivities
other than those which violate the moral law could be
positively deleterious in their effeet upon the study of
Buddhism. The “spiritual” life and “rebgious” studies point
in the same direction as the “worldly” life and its duties;
but one points directly, the other indirectly. In a non-
traditional society, however, there is a constant tug of war
between those departments of life which have been disso-
ciated from their transcendental prineciples, on the one
hand, and the isolated remmnants of tradition on the other.
Ioven the sinecerest student cannot entirely withdraw him-
sclf from activities which, being no longer traditional, arc
in principle, or rather because of their very lack of prin-
ciple, at variance with the proper method of studying the
Dharma. His life, lacking a comimon guiding principle for
all its activities, will be to some extent disintegrated. He
will be like a man who, clinging desperately to a rock in
midstream, fecls against his body the mighty rush of
waters which sceks to tear him from Ins refuge and whirl
him to destruction. In order to integrate his life and
strengthen his hold upon the unshakable rock of the
Dharma, the student will have to withdraw himself from
as many profane activities as possible, and to reinforce
the traditional supports not only of his own life but, as far
as he can, of society as well. He should take part, and
cncourage others to take part, in traditional observances of
all kinds; taking care, first, to understand the meaning
and value of cach observance, Worship of the unage of the
Lord Buddha with the traditional offerings of flowers,-lights
and ncense; paying homage to spiritual teachers, to sacred
objects and buildings, and to elders and members of the
Holy Order, in the manner traditionally- preseribed; the
wearing of the traditional costume (in societies that still
have one); participating in celebrations such as those held
in honour of the Lord Buddha’s Enlightenment,—in these
and many other similar ways can the student, by multi-
plying opportunities for contact with Tradition and con-
seqquent recollection of the Dharma, effect at least a partial
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integration not only of his own life but also, albeit to a
lesser extent, of the lives of his associates. On the other
hand, abstention from participation in untraditional activ-
1ities of all kinds, particularly from forms of entertainment
which are calculated to excite the senses and stimulate the
lower mind, is no less essential to the successful study of
the Dharma than are the more positive methods already
described. Should the student think that if he devotes an
hour a day or two or three bours a week to the study of
the Dharma it will be sufficient, and that when not so
engaged he will be free to spend lhis time in competitive
games, or with a trashy novel, or under the hypnotic infiu-
ence of the latest popular film, he would be making a very
great mistake. It i1s no accident of language that the words
“whole” and *“holy” are etymologically connected, or that
one of the definitions of ‘“holy” should be “spiritually
whole.” The quest for holiness, which the study of the
Dharma subserves, i1s a quest for spiritual wholeness, for
complete 1tegration of the *“personality’” not with any
subjective prineiple merely, but with Reality., The more
faithfully the study of Buddhism i1s pursued, the more
difficult will it be to allow even activities of minor im-
portance to remain outside the circle of its influence. Only
from the intellectual or dogmatic scientific point of view
1s 1t possible to regard Buddbism as being merely one
among hundreds of other possible subjects for scholarly.
research and doctoral dissertation. To one who studies it
with some attempt at approximation to the fully tradi-
tional method we have endeavoured to describe, 1t can
appear as nothing less than what it actually is, the domi-
nating and controlling influence of the whole of life.

III. History versus Tradition
(i) The Universal Context of Buddhism

That no phenomenon arises without cause, and that
things exist not in isolation but connected with every other
thing 1n the universe, so that each influences and acts upon
all and all influence and act upon each, is, as we shall see
later, the cardinal principle of Buddhism. As a historical
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phenomenon, as an event occwrring at a certain point in
space and time, the origin of Buddhism itself, especially
the career of the Founder (or Re-Discoverer, as He would
be more properly termed), 1s an exemplification of the
law of the mutual dependence and interconnection of all
things. Though in essence infinite and eternal, transcendent
over the categories of space and time, the Dharma on its
phenomenal side, as it was made known to gods and men,
must be viewed not in isolation but against a definite back-
ground of historical events and geographical conditions.
Our picture of the Dharma must not be a sharp silhouette,
which reveals nothing of the object save its outline from
merely one point of view, but a work of art that ranges up
and down the whole gamut of colours (colour 1s a sensation
produced by the vmpact of light from the objeet upon the
retina—another example of interconnection) and that
shows us the object in all its relations, with the present
impinging on it from every side, with the past stretching
out far behind it, and with the future at its feet. Buddhism
must be viewed in context and in perspective,

So much will no doubt be conceded as axiomatie, for
probably no one would seriously argue that Buddhism
ought to be considered in entire i1solation from other events.
But when we come to inquire into the extent and range of
that context and that perspective unportant differences of
outlovk, as between scientific history on the one hand and
‘“unscientific”’ tradition on the other, will at once be dis-
closed. History plots the rise of ecivilization and culture,
of which Buddhismn i1s considered to form a part, from
century to century: whatever happened more than ten
thousand years ago is handed over to the sister sciences of
astronomy and geology as their concern. Anthropology de-
clares that though there are innumerable forms of life in-
ferior to man, there is none superior; he is “the roof and
crown of things”: the *‘supernatural” beings which play
such an important part in religion, mythology, folklore
and other forms of tradition the world over are dismissed
as products of primitive “superstition” which simply do
not exist. Buddhist tradition, on the other hand, as em-



HISTORY wversus TRADITION 21

bodied in the texts which preserve for us the Word of the
Master, maintams that not increly sentient, but also intel-
ligent, forms of life have existed in this universe and this
world, and in the countless universes and worlds which
preeeded them, not for a few score millennia but for vast
periods of time which are to be measured only by means
of units comprising hundreds of millions of years, It more-
over asserts that, although man is the highest of beings
in the sense that the Necetar of Immortality ean, with cer-
tain rare exceptions, fill only the vessel of a human body,
there nevertheless exist higher and happier worlds than
his which are inhabited by beings endowed with immeasur-
ably greater longevity, beauty, happiness and power than
he 1s. (“Rebirth” into these worlds is the result of meri-
torlous actions performed on earth: when the result of
such actions is exhausted rebirth in 2 human body again
takes place; but these are points of doctrine with which we
are not now concerned.) Moreover, besides the states of
painful existence ‘‘below” that of the human race (rebirth
into which inevitably follows the performance of demeri-
torious deeds) therc are countless planes of existence, each
inhabited by its own creatures, as it were, intersecting the
plane inhabited by man. For Buddhism, as for the classical
and Christian traditions of the West (where the Church
has preserved this fragment of traditional lore in a rather
distorted form),

Millions of spiritual creatures walk the earth

and Buddhist canonical texts in Pali, Sanskrit, Tibetan
and Chinese, as well as later Buddhist literature in a score
of other languages, record numerous encounters between
human and non-human beings. The world of man 1is In
fact axial to all other planes of existence, from the
“highest” abode of bliss to the “lowest” realm of suffering.
This is due not merely to its intermediate position, or be-
cause the higher Transcendental Paths are attainable only
on earth, but because in this world alone a Supreme Buddha
can arise: and the Diamond Throne (vajrasana) on which
He sits for the re-discovery of the long-lost and long-
forgotten way to Nirvana is regarded as the spiritual centre

14§
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of the universe: 1t was the first spot to solidify when the
carth arose out of the fire-mist at the beginning of the
xon, and at the end of the 2on it will be the last to pass
away. The Buddha's attainment of Enlightenment has sig-
nificance not for this world only but for the whole cosmos.
He 1s Satthadevamanussa, the Teacher of gods no less
than of men. The oldest written records of His life and
teachings are replete with accounts of the numerous visits
He paid to the worlds of the gods, and of the visits theyv
paid Him when He was dwelling in the .Jeta grove at
Savatthi, in the Bamboo grove at Rajagaha, and at numer-
ous other places. The Mangala Siitta, said to be one of
the most popular discourses in the Pali Canon, was ad-
dressed to a deva; and according to the Theravada tradi-
tion the matikas or outlines of the Abhidhamma Pitaka
were first expounded by the Lord in the Tavatimsa-deva-
loka, to the being who in her previous birth had been
Maya Devi, the Bodhisattva’s mother. Moreover, when,
a few months after His Enlightenment, the Buddha sent
forth His first sixty Arahant disciples to preach the Dharma
which was “lovely in its ongin, lovely in its progress and
lovelv in its consummation,” they were bhidden to preach
to gods as well as to men. At every step of His career the
Buddha was watched over and waited upon by millions of
beings invisible to mortal eye: the intervention of Brahma
Sahampatti immediately after the Enlightenment is well
known. At every discourse He delivered the celestial audi-
ence was invariably far greater than the terrestrial one;
those possessed of the Divine Eye (divya-caksu) could
see, ranged and ranked about the Master in ever wider
and higher circles that stretched from earth to the utter-
most heaven, innumerable great and radiant beings that,
as the glance swept upward, merged into one indistinguish-
able blaze of glory.

How poor and narrow in comparison with this magnifi-
cent panorama, this revelation of the cosmic significance
of the Buddha and His Dharma, is the hasty snapshot
that confronts us when we open the album of scientific
history! The gods have vanished, and even the men have
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shrunk 1n stature. Instead of the Buddha, the Enlightened
One, we find a person, no doubt amiable and agreeable
enough, who believed that he had gained enlightenment.
In place of the practice of meditation and the attainment
of supernormal states of consciousness, we find hallucina-
tions induced by means of autohypnosis. Psychie powers
and supernatural bheings are roundly dismissed as impos-
sibilitics, and all references to them—and they occur on
almost every page of the seriptures—are accounted for
cither as products of self-deception or as later interpola-
tions. This method of dealing with traditional records is
termed scientific, and is said to be distinguished by ob-
jeetivity, impartiality and complete freedom from presup-
positions of any kind. The truth of the matter is, however,
that prejudice and prepossession reign in all minds which
have not been purified by means of spiritual practice, and
even ‘“‘scholars” in Buddhism are no exception to this rule.
They bring with them to the study of the Dharma a host
of preconceptions. Most of them are convinced in advance
that Nirvana is merely a psychological, not to say psy-.
chopathie, state; some of them equate it with the uncon-
scious of modern psychology, for, they argue, since there
1s In Nirvana no consciousness of self, and since conscious-
ness 1s always self-consciousness, Nirvana must be a state
of unconsciousness. Few of them (we are not speaking of
professed followers of the Dharma) seem ever to have
paused to consider whether syllogistic reasoning is an
adequate instrument for the exploration and elucidation
of a teaching which claims to go beyond logic. Historical
and anthropological conceptions acquired in the course of
a general education are moreover responsible, as we have
already noticed, for many misrepresentations. One would
not feel so strongly about the matter if scholars in Bud-
dhism said plainly that the Buddhist texts refer to, and
Buddhists have always helieved in, the existence of super-
normal attainments and supernatural beings, but that they
themselves were unable to accept such a belief. But instead
of adopting this straightforward course, which would have
the merit of at least not attempting to conceal the gulf
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between traditional beliefs and the modern scientific out-
look, some scholars reason that since devas, for example,
do not exist, and since the early Buddhists could not have
believed in them, all references to them in the texts must
have been interpolated at a Jater date and should therefore
be expunged. The scientific method thus becomes a veritable
Bed of Procrustes in whiech Buddhism, the unfortunate
victim, is ecither crushed or stretched, but in any case
severely mutilated, in accordance with the whim of the
investigator. And 1t is such people whom we are asked to
regard as “authorities” on Buddhism, and to whom the
Buddhists are expected to he grateful for what they have
done for their religion! The reader will probably no longer
fecl astonished that we have advised the student of Bud-
dhism to avoid, as far as possible, books written by such
people and to stick, instead, to traditional expositions of
the Dharma.

The omission, by many translators, of the conclusion of
the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta, the First Sermon
preached by the Lord after His Enlightenment, 1s an in-
stance, only one among many, of the cavalier treatment
of Buddhist records to which we refer. Some scholars omit
the last four or five paragraphs of this discourse without
comment; one, at least, frankly declares that since they
are “mythological” they must be aceretions to the original
text, and therefore drops them without further ceremony.
But is such a procedure justifiable? Has the conclusion of
the Discourse, though strikingly different from the rest
of the text, no significance and no value at all that it
should be thus rudely dismissed? We shall try to answer
this question first by recalling the significance of the Dis-
course itself and then by quoting the conclusion in full.

As the first public utterance of the Buddha's carcer, the
discourse on the Foundation of the Kingdom of Righteous-
ness, or, more literally, the Setting in Motion of the Wheel
of Dharma, occupies a unique position among the dis-
courses of the Pali Canon. So much at least will be con-
ceded even by those who regard the Buddha merely as a
kind of Indian Socrates Who is historically important by
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reason of the extent of His influence over the life and
thought of Asia, The compilers of the Pali Canon have not
failed to recognize, in their own way, the uniqueness of
this Sutta; for the title it bears refers neither to the persons
to whom 1t was addressed nor to the subject with which
it deals, but to 1its significance as the first proclamation
of the liberating Truth discovered by the Buddha during
I1is meditation heneath the Bodhi-tree. The extent of this
significance will of course vary in accordance with the
mtrinsic value attributed to the Dharma, as well as with
the relative breadth or narrowness of vision with which
the context of Buddhism is envisaged. To the scientist, its
significance 1s purely historical and human; but to the
Buddhist,” with his convietion that in His First Sermon
the Buddha made again available, not merely to men but
to gods, the highest Truth, it possesses in addition a sig-
nificance which is transcendental and universal. After ex-
horting the five monks to avoid the extremes of self-indul-
aence and self-torture and to follow instead the Middle
way (majjhima patipada), or Noble Eightfold Path (ariyo
atthangiko maggo), the Buddha proclaimed the Four Noble
Truths (catar: ariya saccan?i) of Suffering (dukkha), the
Arising of Suffering (dukkha-samudaya), the Cessation of
Suffering (dukkha-nirodha) and the Path leading to the
Cessation of Suffering (dukkha-nirodha-gamini patipada),
declaring that so long as His knowledge and insight into
these Four Noble Truths under their three aspects (tipari-
vattam) and twelve modes (dvadasakdara), and in their es-
sentlal nature, were not perfectly purified, so long He did
not profess among the Devas, Maras and Brahmas, among
the hosts of recluses and brahmins, including gods and men,
that He had attained the Incomparable Supreme Enlighten-
ment. Now, however, having thoroughlvy purified both
knowledge and insight, he does make such a profession.
He knows that His liberation of mind (cetovimutti) is un-
shakable, that it is His last birth, and that there will in
future be no rebirth (punnabhava, “again-becoming”) for
Him. The five monks were delighted with the Lord’s
utterance. In the venerable Kondafiia arose the pure and
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immaculate Eve of Truth (dhamma-cakkhu) that what-
ever 18 lable to origination 1s also hable to cessation,
Here, according to those who believe that whatever smacks
of “mythology” 1s necessarily a later addition, the dis-
course in its original form ends. The text of the Sutta as
handed down by the Theravada concludes, however, with
the following paragraphs:—

Thus when the Wheel of the Doctrine was set turning by the
I.ord, the earth-dwelling gods raised a shout: “This supreme Wheel of
the Doctrine has been set going by the Lord at Banares at Isipatana

in the Deer Park, a Wheel which has not been set going by any ascetic,
brahmin, god, Mira, Brahmai, or by anyone in the world.” The gods
of the heaven of the four Great Kings hearing the shout of the earth-
dwelling gods raised a shout....The gods of the heaven of the Thirty-
three hearing the shout of the gods of the four Great Kings....the
Yama gods...the Tusita gods...Nimmanarati gods...the Paranim-
mitavasavattin gods...the gods of the Brahma-world raised a shout:
“This supreme Wheel of the Doctrine has been set going by the Lord
at Banares at Isipatana in the Deer Park, a Wheel which has not been
set going by any ascetic, brahmin, god, Mara, Brahma, or by anvone
in the world.”

Thus at that very time, at that moment, at that second, a shout
went up as far as the Brahma-world, and this ten-thousandfold world
system shook, shuddered and trembled, and a boundless great light
appearcd in the world surpassing the divine majesty of the gods.

The Sutta returns to earth with the words:

So the Lord uttered this fervent utterance: ** Verily ondanina
has attained the knowledge; verily Kondanifia hasattained the knowl-
edge.” Thus Affita-Kondaiiiia became the name of the elder
Kondarnia, * Kondanifia who has attained the knowledge.’"?

Important as the doctrinal matter contained in the body
of the discourse undoubtedly is, the conclusion is in its own
way hardly less deserving of attention. The account of how
the news of the Buddha's setting again in motion the wheel
of the Dharma was echoed from heaven to heaven clearly
indicates that the event was of significance not only to the
five monks who were the immediate recipients of the Teach-
ing, or even to humanity at large, but to the whole in-
habited universe. Whether they are understood literally or
symbolically, the threefold shaking of the ten-thousandfold
world system, and the appearance of the boundless great

1 Savivyuita-Nikava, V. 420,
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light, enable us to realize that the preaching of the First
Sermon  was, like the Birth, Enhghtenment and Passing
Away of the Lord Buddha, an event not of merely human
and historical, but of cosmic, importance. Thus the
concluston of the Sutta, far from being an unnccessary
addition by mythologizing aftermen, much less still a mere
-literary flourish, is a revelation of the true context of
Buddhism, and, as such, indispensable to the proper under-
standing of the significance of the Dharma itself. To delete
it, or minimize its importance or even to attempt to under-
stand the meaning of the Sutta without reference to it, will
he to commit, even though unintentionally, one of those
Procrustean distortions and mutilations of Buddhism to
which we have already adverted.

IV. History versus Tradition

(ii) The Cosmological Perspective

No less serious than the failure to envisage the Dharma
In 1ts true context i1s the refusal to view it in correct
perspective. Perhaps the second mistake i1s even more.
serious than the first; for though the Dharma may be
understood and practised, to some extent, even out of
context, inability to see it in perspective will, by obscur-
ing the real nature of the Buddha’s attainment, not only
undermine our faith by depriving its object of almost all
definite content, but also shake to its foundations our confi-
dence in the Dharma as the means to Enlightenment. Bud-
dhist “faith” or saddha (Skt. $raddha) is quite a different
thing from the first of the Christian theological virtues.
Far from being a substitute for knowledge, 1t is 1n fact
hased on 1t. As knowledge becomes clearer, faith grows
firmer. Faith in the Buddha, therefore, presupposes knowl-
edge of His special qualities, attributes and functions. So
long as we do not possess a clear and correct understanding
of these we shall have faith, not in the Buddha, but in some-
thing else to which the appellation “the Buddha” has been
attached. Though we may know thoroughly, and even in-
tensely admire the life and teachings of the Buddha from
the human and historical point of view, unless we wview
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them and their promulgator in the traditional perspective
we may have faith in Gautama the Rationalist, or in
Gautama the Reformer, and so on, but faith in Gautama
the Buddha we shall not have, though it is faith in this
scnse alone that conduces to Enlightenment. To envisage
the Buddha and His Dharma in correct perspective is,
therefore, no less nccessary than viewing them in their
proper context,

At a time when the rest of the world, including even
GGreece and China, Egypt and Babylonia, were calculating
the dimensions and duration of the physical universe in
terms of hundreds of thousands of miles and years, the
Indian mind, long accustomed to revelling in the concept
of infinity, had, by the bold use of imagination, by the
exereise of supernormal faculties, and by the conservation
of fragments of incredibly ancient traditionary lore, at-
tained to a vivid apprehension of the vastness and incom-
mensurability of the sphere of mundane existence in time
as well as in space. This apprehension, purified and per-
fected by the supernormal vision of the Buddha and His
Arahant disciples, is clearly reflected in Buddhist literature,
especially in texts belonging to the Mahayana (which
strongly emphasized the universal background and cosmie
significance of the Dharma), though it is certainly not ab-
sent from Theravada works. To pass from the narrowly
ecocentric conceptions of Semitic “religious” literature, es-
pecially the Bible, to the far horizons and limitless vistas
opencd up in the Buddhist seriptures, is like stepping out
from a windowless eabin into the open air and gazing up
into midnight sky

Thick inlaid with patines of bright gold.

The cosmic perspectives which provide the background
of the Dharma in general, and particularly of the Buddha’s
carecer as a Bodhisattva, are in fact, in broad outline at
least, strikingly similar to those disclosed by modern
astronomy. We are far from desiring, however, to convert
this eircumstance into an argument for the truth of Bud-
dhism, which, being concerned primarily with the tran-
scendental verities (lokuttara-dhamma) 15 not demonstra-
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ble by such means. We mention the resemblance only as
an upaya, as an accommodation to the mentality of the
reader, who, provided he does not look for similarities in
matters of detaill or eredit the ancient Buddhists with
scientific leanings, will be enabled better to understand the
nature of the conceptions involved by the citation of a
parallel in modern knowledge with which he is familiar.
With this proviso it may be said that for Buddhism, as for
modern science, the material universe consists of an infinity
of world-systems (cakkavalas) seattered through boundless
space and coming into existence and passing away through
beginningless and endless time. According to the Buddha
the beginning of the Samsara (the whole of phenomenal ex-
1stence, of which the universe known to science is but the
lowest of thirty-one planes) is incalculable; it has no
pereeptible beginning; in His own words:

A world-without-end (ana-matta ’'gga—*“incalculable is the begin-
ning’’), 1s this round of birth and death. No beginning can be scen

of those beings hindered by ignorance, bound by craving, running
through the round of birth and death.

To measure the course of events, including the evolution
and 1nvolution of worlds, taking place in the Samsara,
units of unthinkable magnitude are required. The text from
which we have just quoted, after attempting to indicate the
nnmensity of the number of rebirths through which the dis-
ciples of the Buddha, like other human beings, had passed,
by declaring the amount of mother’s milk drunk, and the
tears shed, during all these previous existences, to be greater
than the waters of the four mighty oceans, proceeds to
relate how a certain bhikkhu once asked how long the
Kappa (Skt. Kalpa) or ordinary unit of measurement for

vast periods of time really was. The Lord replied:—

“Long indeed is the aon, brother: it is not easy to reckon it in
this way: ‘So many years, so many centuries, so many millennia, so
many hundred thousand years.’”

“But can an 1llustration be given, Lord?”

“It can, brother,” replied the Exalted One. “Just as if, brother,
there were a mighty mountain crag, four leagues in length, breadth
and height, without a crack or cranny, not hollowed out, one solid
mass of rock, and a man should come at the end of every century,
~and with cloth of Benares should once on each occasion stroke that
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rock: sooner, brother, would that mighty mountain crag be worn
away by this method, sooner be used up, than the =on.

“Thus long, brother, is the @on: of zons thus long many an
zon has passed away, many a hundred =ons, many a thousand
xons many a hundred thousand ®ons.” (Samyuita-Nikaya, ii. 178 ff.)
(Woodward’s translation)l

This authoritative text makes it clear that the length
of a kalpa 1s to be grasped, if it may be grasped at all,
not by any process of arithmetical computation, but by
a flight of the spiritual imagination. Poetry may succeed
where logic fails. The word here translated as ‘econ’ has also
been rendered, by other translators, as “world-period,” and
this alternative rendition of the term gives us a further clue
to its meaning in the original language. A kalpa is the
period of time required,—not, indeed, for the world but—
for a whole world-system to evolve from, and to involve
back into, what Buddhist texts call the Brahma-world, the
highest and subtlest plane (in fact three planes) of
phenomenal existence, Each kalpa is subdivided into four
periods: zzon of nvolution (sarhvatta-kappa); continuance
of involution (samwvatta-tthayi); eeon of evolution
(vivatta-kappa) ; and continuance of evolution (vivatia-
tthayr). The length even of these subdivisions of the kalpa,
says the Buddha, is not to be reckoned in terms of hundreds,
or of thousands, or even in hundreds of thousands, of years.”

Though we have used ‘“‘evolution” and ‘“involution” as
cquivalents of samvatta and wvivatia, 1t should not be sup-
posed that these modern scientific terms correspond at all
closely to their ancient Aryan originals. Unlike science,
Buddhist cosmology posits a subjective spiritual world or
plane (the Brahma-loka: not to be confused with the
transcendental non-dual state of Nirvana) in addition to
the objective world or plane of “matter,” and it therefore
maintains that the line of biological development from
ameeba to man is not single but double, being the joint
product of a process of spiritual degeneration or involution,

1 Some Sayings of the Buddha ( Oxford University Press, 1951, pp.
184-85)

2 Angutlava-Nikdya, IV. 156.
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on the one hand, and of material progress or evolution, on
the other.

The first of the four asamkheyya-kappas, the “@on of
involution,” is the vast period of time during which the
previous cakkavala or world-system is completely de-
stroyed, or resolved into its constituent clements. The
majority of the ““beings” inhabiting its various planes are
at this time rcborn into the Brahma-world, which alone
does not undergo the process of dissolution. What happens
to the beings who are not so reborn the Pali texts, at least,
do not reveal; but we may assume that they pass to other
world-systems and are reborn there in accordance with
their deeds. During the second asamkheyya-kappa, the
period of ‘“continuance of involution,” we, therefore, find
on the one hand the residual energy of matter, representing
the limit of objectivity, and on the other hand the Brahma-
world and 1ts inhabitants, representing the extreme of sub-
jectivity, both existing in complete isolation at opposite
poles of phenomenal existence. The process of interaction
does not begin until long after the commencement of the.
third asamkheyya-kappa, the “eon of evolution,” when the
world-system re-evolves from the residual energy of matter
and the majority of the beings inhabiting the World of the
Radiant Brahmas are reborn on earth, where for an im-
mense period of time they follow the same mode of life as
they did before in heaven, being mind-made, self-luminous
and nourished by rapture. The earth is described as being at
this tume dark and covered with water, which, as a contem-
porary Buddhist writer has pointed out, 1s an exact de-
seription of the early phase of the earth before the rays of
the sun had dissipated the steam filling its atmosphere. The
radiant beings from the Brahma-world were then sexually
undifferentiated. As ages pass, however, the earth begins to
appear (in the expressive metaphor of the Agganna Sutta of
the Digha-Nikaya, our chief source of information in Pali
on the subject of cosmogenesis) “as scum forms on the sur-
face of boiled milky rice that is cooling,” and on this scum
they began to nourish themselves. Finding the sensation of
taste pleasant, they became filled with craving. Being filled
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with craving for the scum, and depending more and more
upon 1t for nutriment, their formerly light and ethereal bod-
1cs became gross and solid, and in course of time differences
1 their shape and beauty becaine manifest. Meanwhile the
carth became still more separated from the waters, the mist
cleared away from its face, and the sun and the moon were
seen shining down upon it. As the process of ‘‘evolution”
continued, first lichenous or fungoid growths, then creeping
plants, and finally cereals, appeared on the earth, and as
the formerly bright and radiant beings learned to feed on
each of them 1n succession they became more and more
gross and solid, more and more conscious of differences,
until at last they became differentiated not only into vari-
ous species but into sexes. The Fall of Man was now well-
nigh complete. For in the train of bi-sexuality came lusts
and passions, hatred and enmities, sexual morality, the n-
stitutions of family and property, law and crime, and finally
government and social distinctions, and, in fact, that same
world of the last few hundred thousand years which
appears in the foreshortened annals of anthropology and
the blood-smeared pages of history. The fourth and last
asamkheyya-kappa, the period of “continuance of evolu-
tion,” somewhere on the fringes of which we are now living,
1s the time for which the world-system holds itself at the
stage of evolution attained in the previous period until the
commencement of a new mahdkalpa, when the process of
evolution and involution already described takes place once
again.

It should now be obvious 'why we have asserted that the
line of biological development is not single but double.
Every step in the evolutionary process results from a
coalescence between an upward movement of material pro-
gress and a downward movement of psychic or spiritual
degeneration. Man is not only risen ape but fallen angel,
and the history of the human race may be summarized as a
spiritual involution within a biological evolution. (Such,
indeed, on an infinitely larger scale, is the history of the
world-system of which the puny planet inhabited by man
is an infinitesimally tiny part.) The fact that modern science



HISTORY vs. TRADITION 33

devotes its whole attention to his material ancestry, ignoring
the joint existence of a line of existence which 1s spiritual,
is yet another instance of its inability to perceive those
limitless vistas revealed by the Buddhist scriptures of which
we have just attempted an indication.

The Samsara, the totality of phenomenal existence, may
be imagined as a boundless ocean of waters. Incessantly
rising and falling upon its surface are an infinite number
of waves. Each wave represents a cakkavala or system of
ten thousand worlds. The rising of the wave corresponds to
the period of evolution; its falling, to the period of involu-
tion. Just as all the infinitely numerous waves of the ocean
do not rise and fall simultaneously, but at different times,
even so some world-systems will be re-emerging from their
respective chaoses while others are sinking back again 1nto
them. Shelley makes use of the same kind of image, though
on a reduced scale (“worlds” instead of world-systems) 1n
the famous lines:—

Worlds on worlds are rolling ever
From creation to decay,

Like the bubbles on a river,
Sparkling, bursting, borne away.

When it is remembered that a kalpa is the period of time
which elapses between the complete destruction and the
complete renovation of one world-system, and that the
world-systems are being destroyed and renovated as inces-
santly as waves rise and fall on the surface of the ocean,
even an unimaginative person will be 1mpressed by the
boldness with which the Buddha and His disciples formu-
lated their cosmological conceptions.

Ability to deal with infinitudes did not, however, lead to
the neglect of what were, comparatively speaking, matters
of detail. Having divided the kalpa into four asamkheyya-
kappas, the Pali texts proceed to still further refinements ot
classification. Each asamkheyya-kappa is subdivided into
twenty antara-kappas, which is the period that elapses
while the age of man increases from ten years to 10,000,000
(1 followed by 140 ciphers), and then decreases to ten again,

and each antara-kappa is subdivided into eight yugas or
3
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ages. But with these details we are not now concerned. The
sole reason for which we have sketched in the cosmological
background of Buddhism, and attempted to elucidate the
conception of kalpas, is that without a preliminary grasp
of these matters the true nature and function of a Buddha
cannot be understood.

V. The Lineage of the Enlighfened One

The use of the indefinite article before the appellation
“Buddha” indicates the important fact that there is not one
Buddha but many. Although in ordinary parlance, and for
all practical purposes, “the Buddha” means Gautama the
Buddha, in Whose era and under Whose dispensation we are
now living, this 1s only a usage analogous to that whereby,
when speaking of ‘“the King” or “the Queen,” we refer to
the reigning monarch of England without our words being
understood as a denial of the existence of previous wearers
of St. Edward’s crown., And just as even the most junior
linghsh schoolboy knows, when the monarch’s birthday 1s
being celebrated, that he or she 1s only the latest of a long
lIine of kings and queens of England, just so,—if so
Homeric an extension of our simile be permissible,—even
the least instructed Buddhist knows that Gautama the Bud-
dha, though historically a unique being, cosmologically
speaking 1s but the latest scion of the Dynasty of the Bud-
dhas, the most recent representative of a longer and more
illustrious line than any earthly king can claim to be de-
scended from. This fact, whereof Mahayana Buddhists
received constant iconograpkical reminders, is witnessed
to by Theravadins in their daily worship of the Triple Gem
(Tiratana-vandana), wherein they offer their homage to the
Buddhas of the past, the present and the future. Indeed, in
many Buddhist lands the images of Dipankara, Gautama
and Maitreya, representing the Buddhas of the three times,
form a popular triad that symbolizes concretely, in termns
which all can understand, the truth that the attainment of
Enlightenment 1s a constantly recurring event 1n the
universe, and the advent, after the elapsing of vast periods
of time, of an enlightened human being, an integral part
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of the structure and workings of phenomenal existence.

Despite the assurance of many Mahayana texts that the
Buddhas are in number “incalculable as the sands of the
Ganges,” the number of world-systems is so immense, and
the duration of even a single kalpa so unthinkably long, that
the appearance of a Buddha, a Tathagata, is, from the
merely human point of view, an extremely rare event. So
rare, indeed, that not every kalpa is so fortunate as to give
birth to a Buddha: such unfortunate zons are known as
sunha-kappas or “‘empty eons.” Those kalpas which are
blessed by the advent of a Buddha are termed asufifia-
kappas or Buddha-kappas. There are five kinds of Buddha-
Kkappa: Sara-kappa, in which one Buddha appears; Manda-
kappa, 1 which two appear; Vara-kappa, in which appear
three; Saramanda-kappa, which 1s sanctified by the advent
of four; and Bhaddha-kappa or Mahabhaddha-kappa (Skt.
Mahabhadra-kalpa) which is an aon blessed by the ap-
pearance of no less than five Buddhas, and which 1s there-
fore most fittingly termed a “Greatly Auspicious Aon.”
The Pali texts, with their usual temperance and reticence,
confine their attention to our own world-system, and reveal,
besides the names of Gautama and Maitreya, the “present”
and the next of the “future” Buddhas respectively, the
names of only twenty-seven “previous” Buddhas. Maha-
yana texts, being much more communicative, give in addi-
tion the names of a very large number of past, present and
future Tathagatas belonging to other world-systems. Into
these further details we need not now enter: their existence
is acknowledged as an additional evidence of the grandeur
of the Buddhist cosmological perspective. References to the
seven Buddhas from Vipassl to Gotama (Skt. Gautama)
are of frequent occurrence in what scholars consider to be
the earlier Pali scriptures. The names of the twenty-one
Buddhas from Tanhamkara to Tissa, the immediate pred-
ecessor of Vipassi, are found in what are generally con-
sidered to be later works. These twenty-nine Buddhas are
in Theravadin tradition distributed over a truly immense
number of kalpas. To begin with, the interval of time which
elapses between one Buddha-kalpa and the next varies from
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one Maha-kappa to an asamkheyya of Maha-kappas. The
first four of the twenty-seven “previous” Buddhas belonged
to a OSaramanda-kappa the date of which was four
asamkheyyas of Maha-kappas plus one hundred thousand
Maha-kappas ago. It was at this unthinkably remote period,
during the lifetime of Dipankara, the fourth of this group,
that the being subsequently honoured as Gautama Buddha,
but who was in that birth known as the ascetic Sumedha,
resolved upon the attainment of Enlightenment. For the pro-
digious period of one asamkheyya of Maha-kappas after
Dipankara no Buddha arose to lighten the darkness of the
world-system. But at last the Sun of Truth once more
dawned on a cosmos awaking from the spiritual slumber of
ages: nine Buddha-kappas then elapsed, containing between
them the eighteen Buddhas from Kondanna to Vipassi; but
we are told nothing about the number of Buddhas belonging
to each kalpa, or the number of sunfia-kappas from one
Buddha-kappa to next. Coming to what, from the tradi-
tional Buddhist viewpoint, may be thought of as “our own
times,” twenty-nine suniia-kappas elapsed between the last
Buddha-kappa, which was a Manda-kappa of two Buddhas,
Sikkhi and Vesabhu, and the Buddha-kappa in which we
are now living, which happens to be a Mahabhaddha-kappa,
or Greatly Auspicious Zon of five Buddhas, Kakkusandha,
Konagamana, Kassapa, Gotama, our “own” Buddha, and
Metteya (Skt. Maitreya), the Buddha yet to be.

The contrast between the historical view of the Buddha
as merely the son of Suddhodana, the descendant of a line
of kings and warriors, and the traditional recognition of the
cosmic significance of His life and mission, 1s nowhere more
sharply delineated than in the famous scene, recounted in
the Pali scriptures, which brings face to face for the first
time in seven years the earthly father, with his limited
knowledge and narrow loyalties, and the enlightened Son.
The story is essentially dramatic, for it involves a clash of
values of two very different orders, and in The Light of Aswa
Sir Edwin Arnold, with his usual competence, has not failed
to exploit the dramatic possibilities of the situation. Seeing
the Buddha begging in the streets of Kapilavastu, Sud-
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dhodana bursts into sorrowful and scornful reproach:—

“Thou should’st have come apparelled in thy rank,
With shining spears, and tramp of horse and foot.
Lo! all my soldiers camped upon the road,
And all my city waited at the gates,
Where hast thou sojourned through these evil years
Whilst thy crowned father mourned? And She, too, there
Lived as the widows wuse, foregoing joys;
Never once hearing sound of song or string,
Nor wearing once the festal robe, till now
When in her cloth of gold she welcomes home
A beggar-spouse in yellow remnants clad.
Son! why is this?”
“My Father!” came reply,
“It 1s the custom of my race.’
“Thy race,”’
Answered the King, “counteth a hundred Lhrones
From Maha Sammat, but no deed like this.”
“Not of a mortal line,” the Master said,
“I spake, but of descent invisible,

The Buddhas who have been and who shall be,
Of these am 1, and what they did I do....?"

With these emphatic words, which reproduce the spirit of
the original text with a force and a felicity which more than
compensate for their lack of verbal equivalence, does the
Buddha, 1n the very first year of His Enlightenment, unmis-
takably place Himself against the vast cosmological back-
ground, and in the universal perspective, the main outlines
of which we have already attempted to sketch in. Whether
we accept, or do not accept, the descriptions and classi-
fications of kalpas, and the numbers and names of Buddhas,
as found in the Buddhist Secriptures, none can refuse to be
impressed by the grandeur of the whole conception, or fail
to recognize 1ts essential truth. Be the traditional Buddhist
cosmology a sober statement of scientifically verifiable fact,
or a delirious flight of poetic 1magination, it reflects on its
own level a law whose operation 1s as the heartbeat of Bud-
dhism, the law that when the conditions for the production
of a phenomenon,—from the falling of a leaf to the birth
of a Buddha,—are present, the effect will inevitably follow.

! The Light of Asia, Book VII.
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The ultimate significance of the traditional Buddhist cos-
mological teachings, and the way in which they light up the
serene and majestic figure of the Master, has to our knowl-
edge been nowhere better explained than by Lama Anaga-
rika Govinda 1n the course of an article on “The Buddha as
the Ideal of the Perfeet Man and the Embodiment of the
Dharma” which appeared in the Vaisakha Number of the
Maha Bodhi Journal for the year 2498 (May-June, 1954).
He writes:—

The so-called historical facts of the Buddha’s life, however, were
regarded as of so little importance that, up to the present day, it is
impossible to ascertain the exact year of the Buddha’s birth. Even the
century in which he lived is a matter of controversy between the various
Buddhist Schools. They do not even agree with regard to the name of
Siddhartha’s wife, or whether Rahula was born before or after the
Bodhisattva * left his home.,

In what they all agree, however, is that the Buddha proclaimed
the same eternal Dharma, preached by his spiritual predecessors in this
world-cycle (kalpa) as well as zons ago, and that this doctrine will
be preached again by the future and last of the five Buddhas of this
kalpa, namely Maitreya, whose advent is announced by Buddha
Sakyamuni’s prophetic utterance in Digha-Nikdva. XXVI. In a
similar way he frequently speaks about the Buddhas of the past and
compares their lives and actions to his own; in fact, it is only in this
connection that we learn about the main events of his own life. The
names of the Buddhas of this and previous @ons are known to all
Buddhist traditions.

In other words, more is known and said about the Buddha’s spir-
itual line..ag_e than about his descent, though the fact that he came from
a royal (or at least noble) family should have made it easy to record
the lineage and the historical background of his forefathers. This shows
clearly that his spiritual lineage, which might rightly be called his uni-
versal background, was regarded as being far more important than the
historical and material one.

This universal background reveals one of the most profound ideas
of Buddhism, which raises its teachings above the narrow concepts of
dogmatic sectarianism, namely, the inescapable conclusion that the
quality of enlightenment is inherent in the universe, or more correctly,
latent in every form of consciousness, and therefore must come to
maturity, according to universal law, whenever the conditions are
favourable. That this law does not work with the mechanical regularity
of clockwork, proves it to be a living force and explains why every
kalpa does not produce the same number of Buddhas. According to
the Theravadins, there may even be kalpas without Buddhas.

Thus the human life of a Buddha must be seen in an entirely -



THE LINEAGE OF THE ENLIGHTENED ONE 39

different perspective: it becomes a mere fraction of a far bigger and
meore mmportant development, in which the human element is essentially
the vehicle for the rediscovery of the universal (and in this sense
“transcendental”) character of mind or consciousness, which accord-

Ing to the ijﬁ(ipdmn_ei-tei'-Sﬁtm is “‘inconceivable” in its true nature.”’
This “rediscovery of the universal” is not the achievement
of a day, nor yet of a single lifetime. The goal is indeed
“attamed” at a particular instant of time, and the anniver-
sary of that instant is rightfully observed as the most
mmportant date in our calendar; but the attainment itself
depends upon the exertions not of one life only, but of many
lives. As the avalanche that suddenly descends upon the
sleeping hamlet has been slowly gathering weight from the
continuous falling of innumerable tiny flakes of snow, so
the attainment of Enlightenment, by which desire, anger
and 1gnorance are swept away, is the cumulative effect of
the efforts and aspirations of countless lives dedicated to the
attainment of the one supreme objective: Enlightenment
for the sake of all sentient beings. Just as the career of a
Bodhisattva is unthinkable apart from the conception of
Buddhahood as the goal before it, so the attainment of a
Buddha 1s inconceivable without the ideal of the Bodhi-
sattva’s career behind it. Though Buddhahood is logically
“prior” to Bodhisattvaship, in experience the former is
necessarily preceded by the latter, which 1s in fact related
to 1t as cause to effect. We have, therefore, to see the latest
of the Enlightened Ones not only as ‘“the successor of
the Buddhas of old” but as the inheritor of the results of
actions performed during an incalculably long series of lives.
Metaphors derived from kingship are inappropriate here.
The double line of descent may be illustrated instead by a
republican similitude. A president of the United States, for
instance, may be considered both as the successor of pre-
vious presidents and as the descendant of his own ancestors,
and he may have his biography written as a private person
or as a public figure. Eventually, of course, the two lines of
descent converge. In the case of a Buddha they coalesce:
His Buddhahood is the ultimate significance of His Budhi-
sattvaship. The human and historical biography of Gau-
tama the Buddha is the story of the mystic marriage of the



40 THE BUDDHA AND BUDDHISM

human and the divine, the individual and the universal, the
terrestrial and the cosmic, the immanent urge and the
transcendental ideal. Stretching back behind Him into the
infinite past are the lives of His sublime predecessors, the
Buddhas, and His own previous births as a Bodhisattva,
and, as Lama Anagarika Govinda has pointed out, more 1s
known about His spiritual lineage than of His human de-
scent. Though the Pali canon contains interesting fragments
deseribing various episodes of His last life on earth, it con-
tains no connected biography of the Master in the modern
sense. It does, however, contain the Buddhavamsa, in which
are set forth the lives of the previous Buddhas, His spiritual
ancestors, and it does contain the Jataka book, which re-
counts the story of no less than five hundred and fifty of
His own previous lives as a Bodhisattva, during all of
which he practised the Ten Perfections (dasSa-paramaita).
Moreover, scattered here and there in the Pali Canon are
references to His own past lives not found in the Jataka
book. For instance, speaking of the profit of good works the
Buddhassays:—

“I myself, brethren, can bear witness to having reaped for many
a long day the profit of good works,—a thing desired, beloved, dear

and delightful. For seven vears, I practised kindly thought, and (as a
result) I came not back into this world for seven &ons of the un-
rolling and rolling up of the world ( Samvatta-vivatta, ' involution
and evolution”). When the @&on had unrolled, brethren, I became one

of the splendid Devas. When the @on had rolled up, brethren, I was
born in the Highest Abode (Brahma-vimana). There was I a

Brahmai, a great Brahmi conquering, and unconquered, the all-seeing

Controller.
“Thirty and six times, brethren, was I Sakka, Lord of the Devas.
Countless hundreds of time was T a rdjah, a world-ruler, a right-

eous monarch, victorious over the four quarters, ruling a realm that
enjoyed the blessing of the security: possessed of the seven gems was I:

(such a ruler was I)—not to speak of (mere) provincial rule.”
(Itivuttaka, 22. Woodward’s translation)’

V1. Gautama the Buddha
His Greatness and Role

When boundless space and infinite time have heen re-
vealed as the background and setting of the great drama

e——

' Some Sayings of the Buddha, p. 172,
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of Enlightenment, we can realize for ourselves how ridi-
culous are all attempts to dwarf and dwindle the majestic
figure of the Buddha, before the calm determination of
Whose gaze have passed the pageants of a million births in-
to a mere jivanmukta of liberated being. That which would
be the greatest praise of any other creature is the least of
the achievements of the Buddha. The Buddhas are born
not for Themselves alone, but for the sake of all sentient
beings, out of compassion for the world, for the welfare,
profit and happiness of gods and men. They are World
Teachers, and Their Teaching, though ever the same, has
to be discovered afresh by each of Them before 1t can
again be made known to the world. Truth, though not in
essence at least in its manifestations, is like all other things
subject to vicissitudes of fortune. As time progresses and
as human beings become more and more degenerate, little
by little the Dharma disappears from the hearts and minds
of men, and in the end ceases to exist even as a memory of
the righteousness of former ages. The disappearance of the
Dharma means that Nirvana i1s rendered impossible of ac-
cess: emancipation from the round of births becomes a
dream; for the Dharma, as we were studious to insist
at the very outset, is in essence the means to Emancipa-
tion, which is the one flavour (ekarasa) of the whole
Teaching. No event occurs, no phenomenon arises, except
in dependence on causes. The Dharma is the complex of
causes and conditions indispensable for the attainment of

Enlightenment.

It cannot be argued that inasmuch as there are other
ways to Enlightenment than that taught by the Buddha,
the disappearance of His Teaching from the earth is not
equivalent to a temporary obscuration of the Path to
Peace. For the Dharma is not a way among ways, but The
Way. This fact we assert not out of sectarian bigotry,
or dogmatic prejudice in favour of the Teaching which
claims our own allegiance, but because the Dharma states
with a precision and clarity which, in Christian lands, are
considered the prerogatives of science rather than of relig-
ion, those universal laws in accordance with which the at-
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tainment of Enlightenment by a human being takes place,
and, therefore, the conditions upon which it depends and
the means by which it must be achieved. It is thus not just
one more path to Nirvana, but the underlying principle,
the rationale, of all paths. The disappearance of the
Dharma means essentially the disappearance of the prin-
cipal knowledge of the means to Enlightenment and not
merely of any particular application of that means. Out-
side the Dharma 1t 1s impossible to go, for it presents in
their most universal, and hence in their most individual
aspeet, those Teachings which in other religions are more
often found in fragmentary and distorted forms.

By the disappearance of the Dharma, then, we mean not
merely the passing away of this or that religion, but the
total eclipse of that knowledge of the means to Emancipa-
tion which constitutes, at least ideally, the essence of all
traditions and all religious teachings. The period of dark-
ness which then ensues, during which the Path to Nirvana
1s completely forgotten, may last, as we have already seen,
for hundreds of millions of years. The importance of the
advent of a Buddha, by Whom the way to Emancipation
1s rediscovered, retrodden and reproclaimed, may there-
fore be readily grasped. His greatness consists, not in the
fact that He attained Nirvana, but that, after the lapse
of untold millennia, He rendered the attainment of Nirvana
once more practicable, not for Himself alone, but for count-
less millions of human beings. Wherever man seeks to ex-
tend the domain of knowledge, to widen the field of human
achievement, or to fling farther into the territories of the
impossible the frontiers and banners of possibility, 1t 1s
upon the sturdy shoulders and stubborn head of the pioneer
that inevitably the heaviest weight and fiercest shock of
hattle fall. To the height whereon he has planted the flag
of victory, perhaps at the cost of his life, ten thousand
may thereafter ascend with ease. In the lonely footsteps
of the few a multitude may follow. What the genius of one
man alone could discover—maybe a Plato brooding upon
the Theory of Universals, or a Newton

Voyaging through strange seas of thought alone
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In quest of the Theory of Gravitation—may be understood,
once 1t has been discovered, by all who are possessed of
sufficient concentration of mind to follow the steps of a
demonstration. It 1s not when we merély do a thing, but
when we do 1t for the first time, that the most formidable
obstacles are encountered. We therefore honour the Master
not only as an Arahant, or one by Whom Nirvana has
been attained, but as a Buddha, as one Who, having quali-
fied Himself for the superhumanly difficult task by practis-
ing the Ten Perfections for an incalculable number of
lives, without a teacher and without a guide breaks through
the obstacles which block the road to Nirvana and throws
1t open once more to the traffic of humanity.

This view of the true significance of the Buddha’s life,
and the real value of His work for humanity, is corrob-
orated by a number of Pali scriptural texts. We leave aside
for the moment Sanskrit sources, as these are generally
considered to contain, at least in their present literary
forms, later versions of material originally common to all
Buddhist schools. In the Samyutta-Nikaya we are told that
the Buddha once asked the brethren what the distinction,
the specific feature, the difference was between the Tatha-
gata Who, being Arahant, was a Fully Enlightened One,
and the brother who was freed by insight. Replying that
for them things were rooted in the Exalted One, and that
they had Him for their guide and resort, they requested
Him to reveal to them the meaning of His utterance.
Having exhorted them to close application of mind the
Lord proceeded:—

“The Tathagata, brethren, who, being Arahant is Fully En-
lightened, He it is who doth cause a way to arise which had not
arisen before: who doth bring about a way not brought about before:
who doth proclaim a way not proclaimed before, who is the knower
of a way, who understandeth a way, who is skilled in a way. And now
brethren, His disciples are wayfarers who {follow after Him. That,
brethren, is the distinction, the specific feature which distinguishes the
Tathigata who, being Arahant, i1s Fully Enlightened, from the brother
who is freed by insight.”

(Saryutta-Nikdya, 111. 66. Woodward’s translation)®

' Ibid., pp. 289-90.
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liven more emphatie, and more impressive, than this, is
the Buddha’s declaration, in a later section of the same
Nikaya:—

“So long, brethren, as moon and sun have not arisen in the world,
just so long is there no shining forth of great light, no shining forth of
great radiance. But gross darkness, the darkness of bewilderment,
prevails. Neither night nor day is distinguishable, not the month nor the
half-month nor the seasons of the year are to be discerned.

“But, brethren, when moon and sun arise in the world, then is the
shining forth of great light, of great radiance, and gross darkness, the
darkness of bewilderment, is no more. Then are distinguished the night
and the day, then are discerned the month and the half-month and the
seasons of the year.

“Just so, brethren, so long as a Tathagata arises not, an Arahant,
a Buddha Supreme, there is no shining forth of great light, of great
radiance, but gross darkness, the darkness of bewilderment, prevails,
and there is no proclaiming, no teaching, no showing forth, no setting
up, no opening up, no analysis, no making plain of the Four Ariyan
Truths.

“But, brethren, so soon as a Tathagata arises all these things take
place, and then there is a proclaiming, a teaching, a showing forth,
a setting up, an opening up, an analvsis, a making plain of the Four
Ariyan Truths,”

(Sariyutta-Nikdaya, V. 442. Woodward’s translation)’

Again in the same Nikaya, the Buddha, after deseribing
His Enlightenment in terins of a penetration into the
origin and cessation of suffering through a progressive
understanding of the third to twelfth nidanas of the paticca-
samuppada or conditioned co-production—in consequence
of which there arose in Him a vision into things not before
called to mind, as well as knowledge, insight, wisdom and
light,—illustrates His discovery by the following parable:—

“Just as if, brethren, a man trax?el]ing in a forest, along a mountain
height, should come upon an ancient road, an ancient track, traversed
by men of former days, and should proceed along it: and as he went
should come upon an old-time city, a royal city of olden days, dwelt
in by men of bygone ages, laid out with parks and groves and water
tanks, and stoutly walled about—a delightful spot.

“Then suppose, brethren, that this man should tell of his find to
the king or royal minister, thus: ‘Pardon me, sire, but I would have
you know that while travelling in a forest, along a mountain height, I
came upon an ancient road....(as above)....a delightful spot. Sire,
rcstore that city.”

V'Ibid.,, p. 32.
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“Then suppose, brethren, that king or royal minister were to
restore that city, so that thereafter it became prosperous, fortunate and

populous, crowded with inhabitants, and were to reach growth  and
Increase.

“Even so, brethren, have I seen an ancient Path, an ancient track

traversed by the perfectly Enlightened Ones of former times. And what
1s that Path? It is this Ariyan Eight-fold Path.”

(San'fzyutm-Nikdya', II. 104. Woodward’s translation)’

The difference between a Buddha and an Arahant was
not only clearly stated by the Master, but recognized and
deeply felt by His disciples. Even when they had them-
selves attained to that freed state of consciousness which
was the goal of the Teaching, they seem to have continued
to feel that i some indefinable manner His realization im-
measurably transcended their own. Hence the expressions
of reverence, devotion and love for the personality of the
Buddha which burst from the lips of Theras and Theris
after the dawning of their own heart’s emancipation. Hence
the paan which drew down upon the devoted head of
Sariputra,—who In the fervour of his faith had declared
that there never had been nor ever again would be anyone
like the Buddha,—the smiling rebuke of his Master. Hence
that fceling of wondering regard, not without a touch of
awe, which years of the closest daily companionship were
unable to dispel. A Napoleon may not be a hero to his
valet; but a Buddha remains a Buddha even to His per-
sonal attendant. Shortly after the Lord’s Parinirvana, a
brahmin named Gopaka Moggallana asked the elder
Ananda whether there was a single monk entirely and
completely endowed with all the qualities of the Buddha.
Ananda replied without hesitation in a manner which sug-
gests that thirty years of intimacy had not dimmed the
original brightness of his conviction that between the
Master and even His enlightened disciples there lay an
unpassable gulf of difference.

‘“There 1s no single monk, brahmin, who is entirely and completely
endowed with all those qualities with which the Lord, the Arabant,
the all-enlightened, was endowed. For the Lord was the producer of
the unproduced Way, the originator of the unoriginated Way, the

-

! Some Sayings of the Buddha, p. 36.
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preacher of the unpreached Way, the knower, cognizer, perceiver of
the Way. But now the disciples abide following the Way, being endowed

with' it afterwards.” ,
(Gopaha-moggallana Suita, Majjhima-Nikaya, 111. 7)

From these quotations, and from the outline of Buddhist
cosmology given in Sections IV and V it will be evident
that several things can be affirmed of the Teaching with
sufficient certainty to warrant their being made the basis
of further conclusions about the nature of Buddhism gen-
erally. To begin with, the 1immeasurably superior status of
the Buddha in relation to all other beings, not excepting
Arahants, is categorically asserted. The essence of the dis-
tinction between Him and His enlightened disciples is said
to consist in the priority of His attainment, in the fact
that the Way to Nirvana was first discovered and opened
up by Him: others merely follow in His footsteps. Within
the context of scientifically verifiable ‘“history” the Buddha
and His Dharma are unique. But the historical context 1s
itself contained within a context which, as we have seen,
colincides with the whole cosmos, with the immeasurable
extent and duration of the entire world-system. Con-
sequently the Buddha’s discovery of the Way to Nirvana
1s held to be a re-discovery, and His proclamation of the
Dharma a re-proclamation. Within this infinitely enlarged
context His attainment, far from being a unique occurrence
is the latest confirmation of a law which acts wherever
anl whenever conditions permit, and His Teaching, far
from being absolutely original, 1s new only in the sense 1t
i1s never out-of-date.

'The Dharma taught by the Buddha is termed sandatana,
cternal), and akalika, timeless, not because it has lhttle to
recommend 1t except its age, but because it 1s the formula-
tion in this Buddha-period of principles which are true at
all times and in all places. It is not merely “handed down”
from one Buddha to another, like a family heirloom: all
discover i1t afresh for Themselves. The unity of Their
Teaching is due not so much to the faithfulness with which
They have preserved a common tradition as to the definite-
ness with which They have imposed upon 1t the stamp of
a common experience. They have not merely transmitted
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the 1mprint, but found and used the die. That a teaching
has come down from remote antiquity is not necessarily
an argument 1n its favour; for error i1s coeval with truth,
and Wrong Views are twin-born with Right Views. The
Dharma i1s said to be sanatana not so much because it 1is
eternal, though that is the literal meaning of the word, as
because 1t 1s of universal applicability. This universality
1s the hallmark of the Teaching. External forms may
change, and one formulation of Buddhism succeed another;
but these are only adaptations to the various cultural and
soclal expressions of a common human need. Beneath all
such changes the Dharma remains unchanged, not as a
fossil but as an inexhaustible fountain of spiritual life; for
1t 1s based not upon the accidents but upon the essentials
of existence, upon truth which has outlived the dissolution
of millions of world-systems, being 1n 1ts widest sense
identical with that very Law which renders-the origin and
dissolution of world-systems possible.

VII. Historical Uniqueness of the Dharma

Just as it is impossible to regard the Buddha as a mere
liberated being, even so it is impossible to regard His
Dharma as the development of any previous teaching. This
1s an obvious corollary from the fact that the Master 1s
not merely Arahant but Buddha, the re-discoverer of the
Path to Nirvana. He could hardly have called Himself the
discoverer of what was known already and since the
Dharma is above all else the Means to Enlightenment it
follows that the finding of the Path is equivalent to the
penetration of the Dharma. The historical uniqueness of
the Buddha and the originality of His Teaching are in-
separable. Once we admit the first, the second will inevi-
tably follow. The mere scholar cannot believe that the
Dharma was re-discovered by the Buddha, because he does
not accept the “legendary” or “mythical”’ (words for him
synonymous with 1maginary) Buddhist accounts of its
existence in previous world periods. Hence his “scientific”
concern to trace the process of its development from his-
torically earlier teachings, and his pathetic eagerness to
explain how the transcendental swan of the Dharma, its
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unequalled 1nsight into the fundamental nature of exis-
tence, could ever have come to be hatched from the
mundane duck’s-egg of what were, though sincere and
egenuine searchings after truth, in comparison with the
Buddha’s Teaching but partial glimpses rather than the
full and perfect vision.

For the Buddhist, however, the conclusion is inescap-
able. Taking refuge as he does not in Gautama the Ration-
alist, or Gautama the Reformer, or even in Gautama the
Arahant, but in Gautama the Buddha, the re-discoverer of
‘the Path to Nirvana, he is bound to regard the Dharma
as a historically unique phenomenon, afliliated not to any
contemporary teaching by which the Buddha might have
been influenced, but only tu the eternal Dharma preached
by His predecessors, the previous Buddhas. Pacceka- (Skt.
Pratyeka-) Buddhas or Privately Enlightened Ones did
indeed live before the Buddha, perhaps even within his-
torical times, but by very definition they are incapable of
preaching to others the truth which they have discovered,
and hence of founding any tradition from which a Samyak
Sambuddha, or Fully Enlightened One, such as the Sakya-
muni was, might subsequently borrow.

The relation between Buddhism, on the one hand, and
the various philosophical speculations and religious prac-
tices flourishing in North-Eastern India in the sixth
century B.C.E.,, on the other, may be compared to that
existing between a seed and the soil of the pot in which it
is planted. The seed is not produced by the soil, but it
could not germinate, or put farth roots and shoots, or go
through all the remaining stages of a plant’s unfoldment
uanless the soil was there to supply 1t with nutriment. Bud-
dhism, in the sense of the Way to Nirvana, was not a
product of its environient, nor the development of any
other Indian teaching; but the high standard of intellectual
inquirv and ethical endeavour prevailing at the time was
undoubtedly, if not the principal cause, at least one of the
prime conditions, of the re-cmergence of the light of the
Dharma from the darkness of oblivion. Hundreds of years
of religious and philosophical development had left on the
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intellectual soil of India a rich and fertile deposit of ideas
and 1deals which was the best possible matrix into which
the seed of the Dharma could fall. Greece, China, Egypt
and Babylonia, for all their loftiness of thought, had not
attained to the same quality of vision as the forest- and
mountain-dwelling sages of Jambudvipa. In the North-
liastern corner of India alone could be found materials
which might contribute to the growth and development of
the germ of Enlightenment which had been borne, like a
winged seed from distant fields, from worlds in space and
time infinitely remote from ours. |

These materials were of two kinds: those which con-
tributed to the Buddha’s attainment of Enlightenment, and
those which, after His Enlightenment, He incorporated into
the fully articulated body of His Teaching. Though his-
torically distinct, the two are in principle not logically
cdistinguishable; for the Master found certain contemporary
teachings helpful before He sat down on the Vajrasana as
a Bodhisattva for the same reason that He found them
acceptable after He had arisen from i1t a Buddha: they
were conducive to the attainment of Nirvana. As we shall
sce 1n detail later on, the Dharma, as the means to En-
lightenment, 1s divided into successive stages, and though
1t remained for the Buddha to re-discover the Way to the
Transcendental, many were the doctrines and methods
current in His time which led to the farthest reaches and
uttermost verge of the mundane. At present, however, we
are concerned not so much with the Buddhist evaluation
of the specific teachings of this or that school of thought,—
consideration of which would carry us far beyond our
scope,—as with the nature of the general principle in ac-
cordance with which some doctrines and methods were rec-
ognized by the Buddha as belonging to True Dharma
while others were condemned and rejected.

The principle which the Buddha employed before En-
lightenment was purely empirical: it was the method of
trial and error. Finding that a life of ease, comfort, luxury
and pleasure led only to a feeling of disgust and that, far
from being able to give any lasting peace and happiness,

4
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1t was merely “a path for the dust of passion,” He followed
the time-honoured Indian practice, cut off His hair and
beard, put on the yellow robes and went forth from a house
to the houseless life. During the six years which elapsed
between His great Renunciation and His Enlightenment
He resorted to many different methods of attainment of
the Deathless State of Nirvana, all of which failed, and
made a number of mistakes. Self-torture availed Him no
more than self-indulgence had, and both, therefore, were
afterwards condemned, in the opening words of the First
Sermon at Sarnath, as extremes which should not be follow-
ed by one who had gone forth as a wanderer. The teach-
ings of Alara Kalama and Uddaka Ramaputta, under whom
the Bodhisattva learned the techniques of Indian Yoga,
proved inadequate rather than wrong: they led not to
Nirvana, which was His goal, but merely to exalted yet
still mundane states of consciousness for which no terms
exist in any non-Indian system of psychology. After his
Enlightenment the Exalted One remembered His old
teachers, and thought that they would be the worthiest
recipients of the Truth He had discovered; but, perceiving
that they were dead, He went in search of the five disciples
Who had left Him when He had abandoned as useless the
life of self-torture, intending to impart i1t to them 1nstead.
The deep-rooted Indian convietion that purification from
desires was essential to the perception of Truth (which
came to Siddhartha, according to one tradition, as an ac-
tual sight of the composed and peaceful appearance of a
wandering ascetic), and the methods traditionally prescrib-
ed for concentrating the mind, probably helped the Buddha
along for a few steps in His career; but hardly more than
this could He learn from His contemporaries. In the end
they deserted Him; He was left alone; and it was out of
that loneliness and solitude, of heart and mind no less than
of body, that there came His great discovery, or re-dis-
covery, of the Way from the mundane to the supramundane,
the Way to Nirvana, the state of completely free and
radiant Mind, which for countless generations had remain-
ed unknown to the sons of men, and which is the pith and
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kernel of the Doctrine of All the Buddhas.

The method adopted by the Tathagata after His En-
lighteninent was 1n a sense no less empirical than that
employed before; but it was empirical with a difference.
Though continuing to depend upon experience, 1t was the
experience not of a Bodhisattva but of a Buddha, not of
one who was still seeking but of one who had found the
" Truth; and hence 1t was not a method of trial and error,
involving both loss of time and waste of energy, but an
immediate spiritual perception on the basis of which the
Buddha could affirm with certainty that these doctrines
and methods were conducive to Enlightenment, while those
were the reverse. Among the Ten Powers and Four Con-
fidences of a Tathagata, as enumerated in the M ahasiha-
nada Sutta of the Majjhima-Nikaya, are the power of
knowing rightly whither all parts of conduct lead, the
power of rightly knowing the purity or impurity and
growth of the trances, releases, concentrations and attain-
ments, and the confidence that the rebuke, “Though you
claim that you have stated those things that are hindrances
(to the religious life), they are not really hindrances,” will
not be rightly uttered against Him. For His own disciples,
who believed the Buddha to be omniscient regarding the
Means to Enlightenment, such an affirmation would suffice:
they would be prepared to reject this method and accept
that on His authority alone. But for the sake of those
who had not yet taken refuge in Him the Buddha was
compelled to make explicit the general principle in accord-
ance with which He, as King of the Dharma, adjudicated
between the conflicting claims of the various rival sectarian
teachings of that time. Hence to the Kalamas of Kesa-
putta, who had been bewildered by the disputes of recluses
and brahmins, He said:—

‘“Now Kilimas’’, do not ye go by hearsay, nor by what is handed
down by others, nor by what people say, nor by what is stated on
the authority of your traditional teachings. Do not go by reasoning,
nor by inferring, nor by argument as to method, nor from reflection
on and approval of an opinion, nor out of respect, thinking a recluse
must be deferred to. But, Kilamas, when you know of yourselves:

‘These teachings are not good: they are blameworthy: they are con-
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temned by the wise: these teachings, when followed out and put in
practice, conduce to loss and suffering’—then reject them.”

(Anguttara- Nikaya, 1. 188. Woodward's translation)?

The real import of this oft-quoted but much misunder-
stood passage should be carefully noted. It was not intend-
ed as a vindication of “free thought”; neither does it give
a carte blanche to rationalistic scepticism. Rationalism 1s
in fact explicitly rejected. The Kalamas were no more .
disposed to question the possibility of a transcendental
attainment than the Buddha Himself was; but they were
confused by the impossibility of reconciling the claims
made on behalf of one method of reaching the goal with
the claims made on behalf of other methods. All the rival
teachers could not be speaking the truth. If one was right,
the others must be wrong. The Buddha’s reply 1s not an
invitation to question the existence of a transcendental
state, nor an encouragement to doubt whether the realiza-
tion of such a state 1s within the reach of human effort. It
simplv affirms that we are to decide between the rival
claims of religious teachings, firstly on the basis of their
results as revealed in our own experience and secondly (a
statement which is almost always ignored), in accordance
with the testimony of the Wise. Who the Wise are, and
how we may recognize them, is told elsewhere. One of their
characteristics 1s that, unlike the recluses and brahmins
who had disturbed the minds of the Kalamas, they do not -
indulge 1n acrimonious disputes.

The Buddha’s reply to Maha-Pajapati, the Gotamid,
who had asked Him to show her a teaching, hearing which
from the lips of the Exalted One she might dwell “alone,
solitary, zealous, ardent and resolved,” formulates in much
more positive terms, and in a more definitely Buddhist
context, the general principle which was the burden of His
discourse to the Kalamas.

“Of whatsoever teachings, Gotamid, thou canst assure thyself thus:
‘These doctrines conduce to passions, not to dispassion; to bondage,
not to detachment; to increase of (worldly) gains, not to decrease of
them; to covetousness, not to frugality: to discontent, and not con-
tent; to company, not solitude; to sluggishness, not energy,; to delight

1 Some Sayings of the Buddha, - p. 283.
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in evil, not delight in good’: of such teachings thou mayest with
certainty affirm, Gotamid, ‘This is not the Norm. This is not the Dis-
ciphne. This is not the Master's Message.”

“But of whatsoever teachings thou canst assure thyself (that
they are the opposite of these things that I have told you),—of such
teachings thou mayest with certainty affirm: “This is the Norm This
1s the Discipline. This is the Master’s Message.”

(Vinaya, II. 10. Woodward’s translation)®
'These well-known passages from the Pali Canon make
perfectly clear the nature of the principle by which the
Buddha's attitude towards contemporary teachings was
governed. He was prepared neither to accept nor to reject
them absolutely. With complete intellectual detachment and
freedom from preconception, He surveyed them all from
the standpoint of Enlightenment,—just as one who has
ascended a mountain height can look back and see clearly
that, of the numerous paths winding up from the valley
below, some come to an end at the edge of a precipice or a
foaming torrent, while others lead safely to the summit,—
-and followed the Middle Path of accepting as part of His
own Teaching whatever was conducive to the attainment
of the beyondless heights of Liberation, and rejecting as
false and wrong whatever hindered, or retarded, or even

merely did not help, in the process of spiritual ascent.

Thanks to the unexampled intellectual fertility of the
Indian mind in that age, and to the unrestrained exuber-
ance of 1ts religious imagination, which ran riot through a
thousand brilliantly coloured forms and fancies, as well
as to the fanatical enthusiasm with which a thousand
zcalots experimented with the most fantastic methods of
salvation, there was no lack of material for the Buddha
to work upon. What He Himself described as the “jungle
of views” which flourished so richly and so rankly in those
days, seems to have produced the sublime and the ridic-
ulous, the more than divine and the hardly less than
hestial, in the way of religious ideals, with the same perfect
indifference with which the great subtropical forests of the
Himalavan region produce at the same time the marvellous
blossoms of the rare and lovely orchid, and the monstrous

' Some Sayings of the Buddha, pp. 278-79.
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growth of the common poisonous datura. This luxuriant
crop of ideas the Buddha had partly to uproot, partly to
prune, and partly to train to grow in the right direction.
One has only to read the Brahmajala Sutta, the opening
discourse of the Digha-Nikaya (collection of “long dis-
courses’ with which the Sutta Pitaka, the first of the three
great divisions of the Pali canonical seriptures, begins) ,—
where no less than sixty-two contemporary ‘‘false views”
are classified, to realize the immensity of the work of relig-
10-philosophical criticism accomplished by the All-knowing
One. It may, in fact, be said, that it was He Who laid
down the main lines for the development of Indian spir-
1ituality, not only in its Buddhist but in its non—Buddlust
forms, for thousands of years to come.

Though the Buddha rejected in the most categorical
manner a great many of the beliefs and practices current
in His time, references to which will be found scattered all
over the pages of the scriptures, it should not be concluded
that His attitude towards contemporary trends of thought
was entirely negative, much less still unsympathetic or
hostile,—words which have no meaning in relation to a
Fully Enlightened and Wholly Compassionate One. He
was as ready to accept as to reject; in fact, more ready.
For He knew that a positive method of teaching was more
appealing, more likely to find entrance into the hearts and
minds of His auditors, than a purely negative and destruc-
tive one, however correct and logical the latter might be.
Consequently we find the Buddha constantly putting,—if
we may be permitted a metaphor which He probably would
not have used, even if He had known it,—the new wine
of His Teaching into old bottles. He does not condemn the
practice of ceremonial ablution, for instance, so much as
insist that real purification comes by bathing, not in the
Ganges as people thought, but in the cleansing waters of
the Dharina. He does not ask the brahmin to give up tend-
ing the Sacred Fire, with which so many ancient traditions
and so much religious emotion were bound up, but to
remember that the true fire burns within, and that it feeds
not on any material object but solely on the fuel of
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meditation. These examples of the Buddha's capacity to
utilize Indian traditional practices for the purposes of His
own Teaching could be paralleled by a hundred others
from the same canonical sources. Though self-torture had
been definitely rejected as a means to Enlightenment, He
permitted thirteen ascetic practices, called dhutangas, out
of hundreds of similar ones, to the members of His Order,
not because He considered them necessary, but because
there was a popular demand for them and because they
were 1n any case not positively harmful..

Tnis spirit of adaptation and assimilation was one of
the causes which enabled Buddhism to spread so rapidly
and easily, and with the minimum of opposition, among
races and peoples whose traditions and cultural background
were 1n many ways quite different from those of India.
The Dharma, while remaining in essence changeless, was
capable of assuming a thousand forms, because, as we
have alrcady seen, 1t is in principle simply the Means to
Enlightenment. With this criterion constantly in view,
Buddhism, both in India and abroad, was able not only
firmly to reject beliefs, customs and observances which
hindered the living of the holy life, but also freely to
accept those by which it was helped regardless of their
origin. The 1illustration by means of which we sought to
elucidate the relation of Buddhism to contemporary teach-
ings may here be of further service to us. In the soil of the
pot, there are found not only particles of earth which con-
tain various nutritious elements, but also potsherds and
fragments of stone containing none. Among the doctrines
current in North-Eastern India during the life of the
Buddha, there were some which could provide materials
for the growth and development of the seed of the Dharma,
and others which could not provide such materials. The
former were of course utilized, and not so much incor-
porated into the Buddha’s Teaching as recognized as being
in truth already a part of it. The latter were simply picked
out and thrown away. |

What we need most of all to remember is the fact that
whatever the part played by the contents of the pot may
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be, the sced out of which grew up the mighty spreading
Banyan tree of the Dharmma came not from inside but from
outside 1t. Only if we grasp this idea will 1t be possible
for us to comprchend the traditional conception of the
Buddha and His Teaching.

VIII. Ineffable Nirvana

Having dealt with the cosmic setting and significance,—
the external relations, as it were,—of the Buddha’s achieve-
ment, 1t becomes necessary to direct attention to what may
he called its internal dimensions. What is the nature of
Nirvana? Granting that the Buddha did attain such a state
(an admission which does not necessarily depend upon an
acceptance of the traditional views regarding the place of
His attainment in history), this is the question with which
we are now confronted. At this point occurs the transition
from mundane context to transcendental text. We have
begun to hear, as though from a great distance, the muffled
heartbeat of Buddhism.

At the outset of our enquiry we are confronted by what
at first sight appears an insurmountable obstacle. In
common with other teachings of the kind loosely described
as “‘mystical,” Buddhism solemnly affirms that the Ulta-
mate Experience i1s beyond the reach of speech, and that
words are powerless to describe it. In faect it cannot even
be thought about; for the entire cessation of all thought-
constructions, including even the distinction,—so funda-
mental to existence in the phenomenal world,—between
“self” and ‘not-self,” is the principal condition of its at-
tainment. The ineffability, not only of Truth (a word suffi-
ciently colourless for our present purpose), but also of the
Tathagata, the One by Whom Truth has been attained, is
a topic upon which Buddhist literature of all schools tends
to expatiate at a length which might seem to the unimtiated
not altogether apprdpriate. Says an early Buddhist text:—

Since a Tathagata, even when actually present, is incomprehensible,
it 1s inept to say of him—of the Uttermost Person, the Supernal Person,
the Attainer of the Supernal—that after dving the Tathigata is, or
is not, or both is and is not, or neither is nor is not.

(Saryutta-Nikaya, 1I1. 118. Horner’s translation)!

——

1 Buddhist Texts Through the Ages, p. 106.
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The condition of an Enlightened One after the death of
the physical body seems to have been a question about
which the Buddha’s contemporaries were deeply concerned.
The Buddha, however, declared it to be one of the “undeter-
mined questions” (avyakrtavastuni), that is to say, a ques-
tion which could not be answered by means of any form of
logical predication. The condition of the Tathagata after
death 1s incomprehensible because even during life His na-
ture cannot be fathomed by the intellect. He is not to be
measured, any more than the waters of the mighty ocean
are, or the infinite expanses of the sky. The Master’s reply to
Upasiva, who had asked whether one who had attained the
goal was non-existent or whether he enjoyed a perpetuity of
bliss, makes it quite clear that this incomprehensibility, far
from being peculiar to a Buddha, in the full traditional sense
of that term, 1s a characteristic shared by all who have real-
1zed the Truth. It also states the reason why nothing can
he affirmed or denied of an Enlightened One:—

There is no measuring of man,
Won to the goal, whereby they ’ll say
His measure’s so: that’s not for him;

When all conditions are removed,
All ways of telling are removed.

(Sutta-Nipata, 1076. E. M. Have’s translation)®

“Words cannot describe the unconditioned,” as the trans-
lator tersely paraphrases the last two lines of the stanza.

The Sanskrit texts of the Mahayana schools, which are
.on the whole of much later date than the Pali seriptures
from which we have quoted, continue to affirm the same
truth. That Nirvana is inexpressible (nisprapanica) is the
first of the eight points of agreement between the various
conceptions of this most exalted state which are, according
to Dr. Nalinaksha Dutt, to be found 1in Hinayanic and
Mahayanic works.? During the centuries which elapsed
between the compilation of the Pali Canon and the com-
position of the Sanskrit sutras which embody the fully

'Woven Cadences (Oxford University Press, 1947), p. 155.

*Aspects of Mahayana Buddhism in its Relation to Hinayana,
(Luzac, 1930), p. 198,
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developed Mahayana doctrine, a shift of emphasis had,
however, taken place. It was not the inexpressibility of
Nirvana, or even of the Enlightened Man, that was now so
much affirmed, as the indefinability of the real nature of
things, which was declared to be uniformly identical with
voldness (Sunyata), and the ‘“‘elusiveness,” as Conze aptly
terms it, of Perfect Wisdom (prajnaparamita), the “faculty’
or “organ’ for the apprehension of that real nature. The
development was natural, even inevitable. By rendering
fully explicit all the immplications of the early Buddhist
conception of Reality, the Mahayanists made possible the
extension of the principle of indefinability from the tran-
scendental sphere to the mundane sphere, which had, 1n fact,
already been declared identical with, or at least “not differ-
ent” from, each other. What formerly had been applicable
to a strictly limited number of cases was now expanded
into a universal law. Inexpressibility was no longer a special
characteristic of Nirvana. All dharmas (things or phenom-
ena in general) were unthinkable and indefinable in their
essential nature, and therefore Nirvana, as well as the
Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, and whatever else might be
named, being dharmas were unthinkable and indefinable
too. One of the oldest and most authoritative of the
numerous texts dealing with Perfect Wisdom contains the
following dialogue between the Buddha and His disciple
Subhuti: —

“Subhuti: ‘It is wonderful to see the extent to which the Tathagata
has demonstrated the true nature of all these dharmas, and yet one
cannot properly talk about the true nature of all these dharmas (in
the sense of predicating distinctive attributes to separate real entities).
As I understand the meaning of the Tathagata’s teaching, even
all dharmas cannot be talked about in any proper senser?”

“The Lord: ‘So it is, for one cannot properly express the emptiness
of all dharmas in words.””

(Ashtasahasrika, XVIII. 348. Conze’s translation)!

The clusiveness of Perfect Wisdom is hymned by Rahu-
labhadra, a writer of the third century, in the following
verses:—

' Buddhist Texts, p. 179,
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Saviours of the world, from pity,
So that men wmight wunderstand,
Speak of Thee, observing custom,
Vet of Thee they do not speak.

Who is able here to praise Thee,
Lacking signs and featureless?

Thou the range of speech transcending,
Not supported anywhere. |

(Prajiiaparamitastotra, vv. 18, 19. Conze’s translation)’
Perhaps more prosaic, but even more impressive philo-
sophically, is a further dialogue between the Buddha and
Subhuti which occurs in the great seripture from which we
have already quoted. Almost liturgical in their solemnity
are the profound questions put by the disciple and the
Master’s even profounder replies. Deep seems to be answer-
ing deep from abysses of realization unfathomable by
thought : —

“Subhuti: ‘Deep is the essential nature of the dharmas.’

“The Lord: ‘Because it is isolated.’

“Subhuti: ‘Deep is the essential nature of perfect wisdom.’

“The Lord: ‘Because its essential nature is pure and isolated.’

“Subhuti: ‘Isolated in its essential nature is the perfection of
wisdom. I pay homage to the perfection of wisdom.’ '

“The Lord: ‘Also all dharmas are isolated in their essential nature.
And the isolatedness of the essential nature of all dharmas is identical
with the perfection of wisdom. For the Tathigata has fully known
all dharmas as not made.’

“Subhuti: ‘Therefore all dharmas have the character of not having
been fully known by the Tathiagata?’

“The Lord: ‘It is just through their essential nature that those
dharmas are not a something. Their nature is non-nature, and their
no-nature is their nature. Because all dharmas have one mark only,
ie., no mark. It is for this reason that all dharmas have the character
if not having been fully known by the Tathagata. For there are not
two natures of dharma, but just one single one is the nature of all
dharmas. And the nature of all dharmas is no-nature, and their non-
nature is their nature. It is thus that all points of attachment are
abandoned.’

“Subhuti: ‘Deep, O Lord, is the perfection of wisdom?!’

“The Lord: ‘Through a depth like that of space.’

“Subhuti: ‘Hard to understand, O Lord, is the perfection of wisdom!’

“The Lord: ‘Because nothing is fully known by the enlightened.’

“Subhuti: ‘unthinkable¢, O Lord, is the perfection of wisdom?!

YIbid., p. 149.
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“The Lord: ‘Because the perfection cof wisdom is not something
that thought ought to know, or that thought has access to.””
(Ashtasahdsrika, VIII. 192, Conze’s translation)®

This deeply esoterie teaching has found popular expres-
sion 1n a saying, widely current among Mahayana Bud-
dhists in China and Japan, that from the day of His En-
lightenment to the day of His Final Passing Away, the
Buddha has not uttered even a single word.

Since nothing could be predicated absolutely of Nirvana,
as all Buadhist schools agreed, or of the essential nature
of dharmas, as was concluded by the texts dealing with
Perfect Wisdom, it was naturally felt that what in Western
lands was known as the via negativa, the way of negation,
was the best means of indicating the goal of the ‘“religious”
life. Nirvana was sought to be described, not in terms of
what 1t was, but in terms of what 1t was not. Positive
concepts are of course derived from our experience of the
phenomenal world. The premise that nothing positive could
really be predicated of Nirvana, was followed logically, or
at least psychologically, by the conclusion that it was a
state of ‘“‘existence,” or a range of ‘‘experience,”’ austerely
aloof from the polluting touch of the mundane. This ex-
clusively transcendental (lokuttara) conception of Nirvana
led, in certain early Buddhist schools, to a one-sided em-
phasis on the merely negative aspects of the religious life,
and to an exaggerated and harmful “otherworldliness.” To
this subject we shall return in our next chapter, when
dealing with some of the important factors in the rise of
the Mahayana.

The Buddha Himself and His immediate disciples appear,
at least in the Pali Seriptures, to have been more concerned
with the delineation of the Path than with deseriptions of
the Goal; though it is untrue to say, as people sometimes
do, that when questioned about the nature of Nirvana the
Buddha invariably remained silent. The texts dealing with
this subject may not seem very numerous when compared
with those treating of other topies, but they are much

! Selected Sayings from the Perfection of Wisdom. (The Buddhist
Society, London. 1955), p. 51.
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more plentiful than is generally. supposed, and certainly
sufficient to give us a tolerably adequate account of what
the limitations of language compel us to refer to as the
Buddha's “conception” of Nirvana. In a well-known and
oft-quoted text the Blessed One declares:—

“There 1s, monks, the stage where there is neither earth nor water
nor fire nor wind nor the stage of the infinity of space nor the stage
of the infinity of consciousness nor the stage of neither consciousness
nor non-consciousness; neither this world nor the other world nor
sun and moon. There, monks, I say there is neither coming nor going
nor staying nor passing away nor arising. Without support or going
on or basis is it. This indeed is the end of pain.”

“There is, monks, an unborn, an unbecome, an unmade, an un-
compounded ; if, monks, there were not here this unborn, unbecome, un-
made, uncompounded, there would not here be an escape from the born,
the become, the made, the compounded. But because there is an unborn,
an unbecome, an unmade, an uncompounded, therefore, there is an
escape from the born, the become, the made, the compounded.”

(Udana, VIII. 1 and 3. Thomas’s translation)’

Even in the absence of other texts the second part of
this quotation is sufficient evidence for the fact that though
Nirvana is a conceptually negative state, in the sense that
no attribute car be predicated of it, nevertheless inasmuch
as it constitutes the very basis of the possibility of eman-
cipation from phenomenal existence it may be described as
spiritually positive, in the sense of being the definite goal
of the religious life. In a dialogue occurring in the Samyutta-
Nikaya, however, Sariputra. who is traditionally regarded
as having developed the more analytical aspects of the
Buddha’s Teaching, in the absence of any explicit state-
ment to the contrary might appear to come dangerously
near to suggesting that negations completely exhaust the

content of Nirvana.
“A wanderer who ate rose-apples spoke thus to the venerable
Sariputra:

‘“ ‘Reverend Sariputra, it is said: “Nirvana, Nirvana,” Now what,
your reverence, is Nirvana?'”

‘“ ‘Whatever, your reverence, is the extinction of passion, of aversion,
of confusion, this is called Nirvana.’”

(Samyutta-Nikdya, IV. 251. Horner’s translation.)’

i’

" Early Buddhist Scriptures, (Kegan Paul, 1935), pp.110-111.
* Buddhist Texts, p.94.
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Before proceeding to Mahayana texts on the subject we
shall collate from a late Pali scholastic work a few of the
more negative and transcendental synonyms for Nirvana.
The Summuin Bonum of Buddhism is spoken of as the
Uninterrupted (accanta) the Uncreate (akata), the Infinite
(ananta), the Inextinguishable (apalokita), the Cessation
of Suffering (dukkha-kkhaya), the Freedom from Longing
(anasa), the Uncompounded (asankhata), the Farther
Shore, (para), the Beyond (para), the Deliverance
(mokkha), the Extinction (mirodha), the Indiscernible
(anidassana), the Unoppressed (aryapajja), the Absolute
(kevala), the Unendangered (anitika) the Unattached
(analaya), the Deathless (accutta), the Release (vimutta),
the Liberation (vimutt:), the Final Deliverance (apa-
vagga), the Dispassionate (viraga), the Stillness (santi),
the Purity (visuddhi), and the Allayment (nibbura).

The negations of the Mahayana scriptures, which in most
cases had behind them several centuries of Buddhist tradi-
tion, are naturally much more systematic, elaborate and
prolix than those of the earher Pah works. As with the
question of the indefinability of Nirvana, however, a shift-
ing of interest had taken place, and it was now not Nir-
vana, but dharmas in general, and Perfect Wisdom in parti-
cular, that became the object of their negations. Besides
containing the very oldest distinctively Mahayana scrip-
tures, the Prajnaparamita corpus of Sanskrit texts has
many cialms to be considered the heart of Mahayana
Buddhism. The heart of the Prajnaparamaita literature is
the Hrdaya Sutra, a summary dating from the fourth cen-
tury of the common era, which Conze describes as “one
of the finest and most profound spiritual documents of
mankind.”! Though covering only two pages, 1t.s too long
to be given in full, and we shall therefore quote only the
negations with which we are now concerned. Addressing
Sariputra (a detail not without significance) the holy Lord
and Bodhisattva Avalokita says:—

“Here, QO Sariputra, all dharmas are marked with emptiness, they
are neither produced nor stopped, neither defiled nor immaculate,

1 Ibid., p. 74,
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neither deficient nor complete. Therefore, O Sariputra, where there is
emptiness there is neither form, nor feeling, nor perception, nor im-
pulse, nor .consciousness; no eye, or ear, or nose, or tongue, or body,
or mind; no form, nor sound, nor smell, nor taste, nor touchable, nor
object of mind; no sight-organ, element, and so forth, until we come
to: no mind-consciousness element; there is no ignorance, nor extinction
of ignorance, and so forth, until we come to, there is no decay and
death; there is no suffering, nor origination, nor stopping, nor path;
there is no cognition, no attainment and no non-attainment.”

( Prajnaparamitahydaya, Conze’s translation)’

From the Saptasatika comes the following series of nega-

tions regarding Perfect Wisdom. The Bodhisattva Manjusri,

who 1s specially associated with the Prajiaparamita, and

who 1s 1conographically represented as bearing in his left

hand a lotus flower whereon rests a copy of this Sutra,
demands of the Buddha:—

“How can one speak of the qualities or advantages of perfect wisdom
if it 1s incapable of doing anything, neither sets up or destroys anything,
neither toils, nor does not toil, for anything, 1s powerless to act, not
at all busy, if its own-being cannot be cognized, if it cannot be seen,
if its own-being cannot be perceived, if it does not bestow any dharma,
is not an agent for the obstruction of any dharma, if it brings about
the not-self of all dharmas, has nothing to accomplish, does not exalt -
the single one-ness of all dharmas, brings about the non-separateness
of all dharmas, if it is not made, inexhaustible, indestructible, if
it 1s not a donor of the Arhats, of the Pratyekabuddhas, of the dharmas
of the Bodhisattvas, and not even of the dharmas of a Buddha, if it
has no knowledge of them, does not take them badly, does not take
them away, does not toil in birth-and-death, nor toil in Nirvana,
neither bestows nor destroys the dharmas of a Buddha, if it is un-
thinkable, not anything to be done, not anything to be undone, if
it neither produces nor stops any dharmas, does neither annihilate
them nor make them eternal, if it neither comes nor goes, brings about

neither detachment nor non-detachment, neither duality nor non-
duality, and if, finally, it is non-existent?” '

(Saptasatika, 326 et seq. Conze’s translation)”

The Buddha replies that Manjusri has well described the

qualities of perfect wisdom, and declares that he should

train in it in the manner of no-training. No less radical

than these are the negations of a work belonging to the
same corpus. The Blessed One says:—

' Buddhist Texts, p. 152.
* Selected Sayings, pp. 77-78.
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“The perfection of wisdom should not be viewed from duality nor
from non-duality; not from a sign nor from the signless; not through
bestowal nor through withdrawal; not through substracting something
nor through adding something; not from defilement nor from non-
defilement ; not from purification, nor from non-purification; not through
abandoning nor through non-abandoning: not from taking oee’s stand;
not through junction nor through no-junction; not through a connection
nor through a non-connection; not through a condition nor through a
non-condition; not from dharma nor from non-dharma; not from Such-
ness nor from no-Suchness; not from the reality-limit nor from the non-
reality-limit.,”

( Kausak 1. Conze’s translation)®

Much terser, but no less emphatic, than the passages we

have quoted, is a text from the Surangama Siutra. As 1n

the earlier Buddhist scriptures, Nirvana is once more the
object of conceptual negations:—

The comprehension which takes place as a result of perception does

not imply an understanding of the reality (of the thing perceived).
What you perceive without perceiving—that is Nirvana, also known

as deliverance.’ |

Here negation passes into paradox, which, as we shall
see in Chapter 1I, was a method of approach to Reality
systematically cultivated by some Mahayana schools. For
the present we are concerned with certain consequences of

the method of unquahfied negation.

1X. The Charge of Nihilism

It must be admitted that those consequences were not
always satisfactory. However natural the via negativa may
have seemed to the Buddhists themselves, and of howso-
ever great practical spiritual help they may have found 1it,
to their opponents, and evén to the weaker among their
own brethren, it was everlastingly a stumbling block and
a rock of offence. Effectively to distinguish between thoughts
and things, between the concepts which merely indicate
realities and those realities themselves, is an art belonging
to a highly advanced stage of philosophical discipline and
spiritual culture. Such a stage had not been attained by

* Ibid., pp. 78-79. |
* BLoFeLp, The Path to Sudden Attainment (Buddhist Society,

London. 1948), p. 13,
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all the Buddha’s contemporaries, and after His death 1t
. seems to have become increasingly difficult of access not
only to the followers of non-Buddhist schools of thought
but also to certain sections of His own disciples. That
Nirvana, or an Enlightened One, or the essential nature of
all dharmas, was beyond the reach of all possible predica-
tions, that 1t was not any object denoted by any word in
any language, appeared to some uncomprehending critics
equivalent to a declaration of nihilism. Overlooking the
fact that not only positive but also negative terms had
been rejected as inadequate, such persons maintained that
Nirvana was a state of absolute annihilation, and that a
man who had attained Nirvana was no longer in any sense
of the word cxistent. The unqualified language of Sari-
putra, who, as we saw 1n the preceding section, gives in
the passage quoted no hint of a spiritually as distinet from
a conceptually positive state behind his triple negation,
and of Manjusri, by whom Perfect Wisdom 1is explicitly
sald to be “non-existent,” are examples of the kind of
texts which could easily be misconstrued by those who
were neither intellectually acute nor spiritually very
developed. But neither the Pali nor the Sanskrit text has,
in fact, failled to indicate that after all negations (includ-
ing the negation of negation itself) there remains a spir-
1itually positive residue. The “wanderer who ate rose-
apples,” having received an apparently quite negative
reply to his question about the nature of Nirvana, asks
Sariputra whether there is “a course for the realization of
this Nirvana.” Sariputra replies that there 1s, and that 1t
1s the Aryan Eightfold Path, the stages of which he pro-
ceeds to enumerate.! Nirvana, then, was evidently for Sari-
putra the goal of the religious life, and therefore hardly a
state of complete non-existence, spiritual as well as con-
ceptual. Similarly the Buddha, after listening to Man-
jusri’s astounding series of negations, sumply accepts his
description of the qualities of Perfect Wisdom with the
comment:—

' Buddhist Texts, p.94.
H
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 “But nevertheless a Bodhisattva should train in just this perfection
of wisdom, in the manner of no-training, if he wants to train in, and
to accomplish, that concentration of a Bodhisattva which allows him
to see all the Buddhas, the Lords, if he wants to see their Buddha-
fields, and to know their names, and if he wants to perfect the supreme
worship of those Buddhas and Lords, and to firmly believe in and to
fathom their demonstration of dharma.™

Here the goal of the Bodhisattva’s career is very far
from being a state of non-existence. But despite the con-
creteness of the Buddha’s description it would be a mistake
to assume that it was therefore a positive state in the con-
ceptual sense of the term. Manjusri has already shown
that Perfect Wisdom is free from all determinations, both
positive and negative, and the Buddha's reply 1s not simply
a reversion to that same conceptual use of terms which
had just been so categorically repudiated. As so often hap-
pens in the Mahayana Sutras, we find ourselves in this
passage 1n a purely spiritual world which transcends
thought and speech. Words are used not conceptually but
symbolically, and their truth i1s not the scientific truth of
the intellect but the poetic truth of the imagination. We are
in the realm of the spiritually positive, a world glowing
with colour and flashing with light.

These purely symbolical, as distinet from merely logical,
affirmations, were, however, a feature of the literary prod-
ucts of a much more developed form of Buddhism than that
which we find in the comparatively early texts of the Pali
Canon. Not that clearly symbolical positive deseriptions of
Nirvana and the state of the Enlightened Man are entirely
absent from the Pali Scriptures. As we shall shortly see,
such i1s far from being the case. Descriptions of this kind
occur quite frequently; but they do not occur, as they do
in the Mahayana Sutras, expanded into an elaborate
mythology and adorned with every rhetorical artifice:
they are almost always found condensed into a metaphor
or a single epithet. Moreover, in the doctrinal discussions
out of which the charge of nihilism seeins originally to have
arisen, the Buddha appears definitely to have preferred the
negative method of determination—if that can properly be

i _ i _d

' Selected Sayings, p. 78.
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called negative which negates even negation. The charge
of nihilism could therefore be levelled against Him with a
semblance of justice and, although most strenuously repud-
1ated, 1t crops up again and again through the centuries.
Indeed, in India the misunderstanding (artificially aggra-
vated, no doubt, by brahminical hostility) persists, and the
belief that Buddhism teaches nihilism is still very widely
current among the Indian public. Examples of the mis-
understanding may be found, to mention only two sources,
not only in the commentaries of Sankara but in the more
recent writings of Sri Aurobindo, both of whom were highly
intelligent men and should have known better. Error is
tenacious of existence. Nor 1s the misunderstanding con-
fined to India. It flourishes in Europe too, though perhaps
with less vigour than in its native clime. However, since
of late its progress has been considerably checked, and
since the most illustrious of those who fostered its growth
are long since dead, we shall for the present confine our
attention to the way in which 1t first struck root in the
soil of India.

The Pali word for nihilism is ucchedaditthi, the belief or
‘“view” that after death the soul or life-principle is annihil-
ated. At the time of the Buddha this belief existed in two
forms, one of which was the doctrine taught by Pakudha,
Ajita Kesa-Kambalin and other teachers, the other a doc-
trine attributed to the Buddha Himself by His enemies
and, on one occasion at least, by the more obtuse among
His own disciples. According to Ajita, the vital principle
(7iva) was identical with the physical body (sarira), at
the death of which both the foolish and the wise were “cut
off’ (the literal meaning of the verbal root whence ucche-
daditth: derives) and destroyed. This wrong belief the
Buddha rejected in terms of the strongest condemnation,
teaching instead the doctrine of the Middle Way which
avolds the two extremes of nihilism (ucchedaditthy) and
eternalism (sassatadittht) and setting forth His own pe-
culiar and distinctive discovery of the conditioned c¢o-
production (paticca-samuppada) of all phenomena. This
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d-iscov-ery,_ as we shall see later, was of the very essence of
His Enlightenment.

- The second kind of ucchedaditthi, which was the annihi-
lation doctrine wrongfully attributed to the Buddha, main-
talns that after death a Tathagata, or released person, no
longer exists. As we saw in the last section, the condition
of an Enhghtened One was declared to be unthinkable
even during His lifetime, and whether after the dissolution
of His physical body either, or both, or neither of the
terms existent and non-existent could be applied to Him
was stated to be one of the four undetermined questions
(avyakrtavastint) to which no answer ought to be made.
Though the view that after death the Tathagata no longer
exists is thus unequivocally rejected, both disciples and
non-disciples sometimes 1nsisted in deducing from the
Buddha’s position a completely nihilistic conclusion. We
are told that the monk Yamaka, for example, had formed
such an evil view as this, that he understood the doctrine
as taught by the Lord to be ‘‘that a monk in whom the
asavas are destroyed at the dissolution of the body is cut
off and destroyed and does not exist after death.” Sariputra,
who had taken him to task for his misconception of the
Buddha’s teaching, counters his argument by forcing him
to admit that a Tathagata, or released person, being neither
identical with nor different from, the aggregates of body,
feeling, perception, karma-formations and consciousness
either individually or collectively, is even 1n this very life
“not to be apprehended in truth and reality.”! Having
granted that the condition of the Tathagata is unthinkable
during life, Yamaka has no alternative but to admit that
it. is equally unthinkable after death, and that negative
predications are as much out of the question as positive
ones.

A similar case is that of the wanderer Vacchagotta.
Approaching the Buddha, he enquires whether or not He
is of the view that the universe 1s eternal, that the universe
is finite, that the vital principle is identical with the body,

' Samyutta- Nikaya, 111, 110,
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and that the Tathdgata exists after death. Nor are the two
remaining forms of predication recognized by- Indian logice,
namely, the both affirmative and negative and the neither
affirmative nor negative, forgotten by the industrious in-
quirer, who seems to have been anxious to get to the
bottom of the matter and have it settled one way or another
once and for all. But the Buddha refuses to accept’ any of
them, and Vacchagotta therefore asks what danger He sees
in such views that He thus entirely avoids them. The reply
he gets is in principle pragmatic. The Buddha refers to each
doctrine in turn, and after describing it as “a view, a
thicket of views, a wilderness, jungle, tangle, fetter of views,
full of pain, vexation, trouble and distress,” declares that -
it. “does not tend to aversion, absence of passion, cessation,
tranquillity, higher knowledge, enlightenment, Nirvana.”
Having exhausted all possible views on the four problems
which he had raised, Vacchagotta is left no alternative but
to ask the Buddha whether He even has any view. He is
answered by an emphatic negative and a succinet sum-
mary of the Doctrine: the Tathagata has seen the body,
sensation, perception, the karma-formations and conscious-
ness, and He has seen their origin and disappearance: a
released person is released upon the complete abandon-
ment of “all imaginary and confused leanings to conceit in
a self or in anything belonging to a self.” Vacchagotta is
quick to put another question: Where is the monk who is
thus released reborn? But the Buddha retorts that to say
that he is reborn does not fit the case. Neither does it fit
the case to say that he is not reborn, or that he both is and
1S not reborn, or that he neither is nor is not reborn. At
this point Vacchagotta breaks down and admits that his
mind has become completely confused, and that the measure
of faith which he had in the Buddha as a result of their
former conversation has now completely disappeared. The
Buddha then solemnly utters a warning which may seem
stern, even harsh, to those who imagine that the Dharma
can be understood without difficulty even by those who
have not taken effective refuge in the Buddha, the Dharma,

-  ———— — g

and the Sangha, and who neither believe in nor attempt to
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practise the Teaching. It is a warning they would do well
to remember;—

“Profound is this doctrine, Vaccha, hard to see, hard to comprehend,
good, excellent, beyond the sphere of reasoning, subtle, to be under-
stood only by the wise. For you it is hard to understand, who hold

other wviews, other inclinations, other likings, another training, and
another master.”

Eventually, after being interrogated by the Buddha, who
makes His position clear by means of a stock comparison,
that of the fire which, upon the exhaustion of its fuel, can-
not be said to ‘“go” anywhere, Vacchagotta understands
the truth of the matter. At last he realizes that, in the
words of the Buddha,

“A released person,...released from what is called body,...is pro-
found, immeasurable, hard to fathom, and like the great ocean. To
say he is reborn does not fit the case; to say that he is not reborn,
that he is reborn and not reborn, that he i1s neither reborn nor not

m

reborn does not fit the case.

Once again all possible forms of affirmative and negative
predication are decisively rejected. This time, however,
Vacchagotta, having shed his false views, instead of being
confused feels like a great sal tree from which branches
and leaves, bark and shoots and decayed wood, have fallen
away, and which ‘“stands established pure in its strength.”

_Since the position that upon his release from the body
the released, person is not reborn is one of the wrong views
rejected by “the Buddha, it i1s a matter for regret that
modern expositions of Theravada Buddhism, which claims
to be based on the very Pali texts from which we have
quoted, and which moreover professes absolute and ex-
clusive purity of doctrine, should frequently be found
deviating from the Middle Way and inclining towards the
nihilistic position that, upon the dissolution of the physical
body, one who has attained Nirvana 1s not reborn again.
Even so serupulous and conseientious a scholar as Nyanati-
loka Maha Thera seems inadvertently to have fallen into
this wrong view. In a recent publication he speaks of
Nirvana as “the ultimate and absolute deliverance from all

' Early Buddhist Scriptures, p.196.
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future rebirth.”! Instances of this slight but nevertheless
quite definite tendency towards a nihilistic interpretation
of Nirvana could easily be multiplied from popular
manuals, pamphlets and magazine articles by Theravadin
writers. Such erroneous expositions of the Dharma are cer-
tainly to be numbered among the causes by which the
misconception that Buddhism is nihilism is still kept alive.
When such a tendency is active in Hinayana circles even
today, 1t i1s not difficult for us to reconstruct the circum-
stances leading to the rise of Mahayana Buddhism, which
was from one point of view a protest against the increas-
ingly negative attitude of the Hinayanists and an attempt
to recapture the spirit of the Original Teaching.

That this Teaching, being difficult to grasp, was open
to misunderstanding, was realized by the Buddha as early
as the seventh week after His Enlightenment, when He
was undecided whether or not to reveal the Truth He had
mastered to a deluded and infatuated generation. Long
afterwards, 1n consequence of the heresy of Aritthi, who
had misinterpreted the Master’s teaching about the dangers
of eraving and the reality of the “hindrances” as such, He
declared that the Dharma was as difficult to grasp rightly,
and as dangerous to grasp wrongly, as a poisonous water
snake.? The misconceptions that flourished among His
critics and opponents were certainly no less known to Him
than those which were sometimes entertained even by His
own disciples, and the accusation of nihilism was on more
than one occasion declared by the Buddha to be absolutely
without foundation. He understood, though, how i1t had
arisen, and in an important passage explicitly connects the
charge of being a preacher of the doctrine of annihilation
with His teaching about the nature of the released person.

“A monk whose mind is thus released cannot be followed and
tracked out even by the gods including Indra, Brahma, and Pajapati,
so that they could say, ‘There rests the consciousness of a released
person.’ And why? Even in this actual life, monks, I say that a
released person is not to be thoroughly known. Though I thus say and
thus preach, some ascetics and brahmins accuse me wrongly, baselessly,

' Buddhist Dictionary (Colombo, 1951), p. 93.
2 Majjhima-Nikaya, 1. 132,
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falsely and groundlessly, saying that the ascetic Gotama is a nihilist,
and preaches the annihilation, destruction and non-existence of an
existent being, That is what I am not and do not affirm. Both pre-
viously and now I preach pain and the cessation of pain.”
(Majjhima-Nikaya, 1. 135. Thomas’s translation)’

Though the Buddha insisted that undetermined questions
should be allowed to remain undetermined, and though un-
determined they remained wherever His disciples were true
to the spirit of His Teaching, it would be a serious mistake
to jump, as some have done, to the conclusion that His
position was one of mere agnosticism, and that certain
questions were left unanswered out of ignorance. Omnis-
cience, 1n the sense of simultaneous awareness of all pos-
sible objects of knowledge, the Buddha never claimed to
possess. In fact, He repudiated the ascription of all-knowl-
edge as a slander. What He did claim to possess was the
Threefold knowledge, (:)} that He remembered numberless
past existences, as far back as He wished, (i7) that with
His divine eye He could see beings passing away and being
reborn according to their karma, and (v72) that with the
destruction of the asavas of craving for sensuous pleasure,
craving for existence, and ignorance, He had of Himself
attained apd realized release of mind and knowledge in
this life and abode therein.? According to the Pali texts
the Buddha refused to answer the undetermined questions
for two reasons. One was that the holy life was not depen-
dent upon the truth or falsity of any of the four proposi-
tions; the other, that the questions dealt with matters
which were not susceptible of logical treatment. Believing
that these two reasons are contradictory, certain writers
have sought to make a distinction between the position
that the undetermined questions ought not he answered and
the position that they cannot be answered. They believe
that in the second position the other, earlier doctrine has
hardened into dogma. But in fact the distinction is only
apparent and cannot in any real sense be maintained. The
holy life does not depend upon the establishment of any
of the sixteen modes of the four undetermined questions

' Early Buddhist Scriptures, p. 107.
* Majjhima-Nikaya, 1. 482,
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for practically the same reason that those questions them-
selves cannot be answered: one aims at, while the other
attempts to deal with, realities which are beyond the scope
of reasoning. The second method of approach 1s theoretical
and negative, and insists upon the limitations of logic; the
first i1s practical and positive, discouraging the disciple
from attempting to solve by means of logic problems which
are logically insoluble and reminding him that only at the
supra-logical goal of the holy life will the “answer” be
found. Though fully realizing the limitations of logiec,
neither the Buddha nor His disciples were so ignorant of
the elementary principles of reasoning as to think that the
undetermined questions could not be answered because
they ought not to be answered. Their true position was that
they ought not to be answered because they could not be
answered, which, whatever modern critics may think, is a
rather different thing.

The texts do not anywhere suggest that the Buddha did
not know the answers to the undetermined questions. This
docs not 1mmply that the correct answer was. to be found
among the four possible modes of stating each question,
for the Buddha had unambiguously rejected each and every
one of them as out of the question. Rather does it draw
attention to the fact that His knowledge was of an alto-
gether transcendental kind, and that the questions con-
cerned, being by their very nature not susceptible to logical
treatment, could be ‘“answered” only by ascending to a
supra-logical spiritual “plane” where they simply did not
arise. As far as the fourth undetermined question, at least,
was concerned, this plane was 1dentical with the object with
which the question itself dealt. The question concerning
the nature of the Tathagata, and His condition after death,
was to be answered by becoming a Tathagata oneself. That
the Buddha, far from being an agnostic, was possessed of
full spiritual knowledge and transcendental wisdom, 1s
indicated, not only by the title by which He 1s most often
referred to, but also, as we shall hereafter see, by the whole
trend of His Teaching, which throughout insists that En-
lightenment 1s the true goal of human life. From the next
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section onwards we shall be dealing with the doctrines
arising out of the Buddha’s Enlightenment, as well as the
methods He prescribed as necessary for the attainment of
Enlightenment by His disciples. The whole of the remainder
of this book is therefore in a sense a vindication of the
Buddha’s absolute Wisdom and a refutation of the charge
of agnosticism.

X. The Positive Aspect of Nirvana

Though the Buddha and His immediate disciples defined
Nirvana only negatively, thus exposing themselves to the
charge of nihilism, it would be wrong to assume that in
the Pali texts no positive symbolical indications of the goal
of the Aryan Eightfold Path are given. Rhys Davids col-
lates from his wide and detailed knowledge of the Tipitaka
a number of epithets for the state attained by the released
person. Nirvana is described as

the harbour of refuge, the cool cave, the island amidst the floods, the
place of bliss, emancipation, liberation, safety, the supreme, the tran-
scendental, the uncreated, the tranquil, the home of ease, the calm,
the end of suffering, the medicine for all evil, the unshaken, the
ambrosia, the immaterial, the imperishable, the abiding, the further
shore, the unending, the bliss of effort, the supreme joy, the ineffable,
the detachment, the holy city.

Scme of these epithets are clearly akin to the negative
determinations of Nirvana with which we have already
dealt. Others are obviously positive. A small number of
epithets belonging to the second class, such as those which
celebrate Nirvana as the cool cave, the farther shore, and
the holy ecity, must be regarded as poetical descriptions
rather than logical definitiong. Their function 1s to awaken
the dormant spiritual energies of the disciple not by ad-
dressing his intellect but by making an appeal to his
imagination. Such poetical epithets the Buddha sometimes
expanded into similes of more than Homeric amplitude,
and into parables which flash among the unattractive
repetitions of the Pali “Seriptures” (originally not written
texts but memorized sayings) like multi-faceted jewels. We
have quoted in an earlier section the Parable of the City

' Early Buddhism, p. 172,
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and the Ancient Road, wherein the Truth rediscovered by
the Buddha is likened to one of those “lost cities” which
cven In modern times are sometimes found lying silent,
deserted and overgrown with vegetation in the midst of
dense jungle. From the wealth of parables and similes by
means of which the Master has given positive indication of
the nature of Nirvana, two jewels may be selected at
random. The first, a fully developed parable, compares
Nirvana to “a delightful stretch of level ground.” In the
sccord, which i1s an unexpanded simile, Nirvana is deserib-
ed as the incomparable isle of refuge.

What has been called the Parable of the Two Paths
comes as the climax of the Buddha’s exhortation to His
cousin Tissa, who, as the introduction to this discourse
informs us, had reached a crisis in his spiritual life.

“Suppose now, Tissa, there be two men, one unskilled and the
other skilled in wayfaring. And the one who is unskilled asks the way
of the other who is skilled in that way. And that other replies: ‘Yes.
This 1s the way, good man. Go on for a while and you will see the
road divide into two. Leave the path to the left and take the right-
hand path. Go on for a little and you will see a thick forest. Go on
for a little and you will see a great marshy swamp. Go on for a little

and you will see a steep precipice. Go on for a little and you will see
a delightful stretch of level ground.” ”

“Such is my parable, Tissa, to show my meaning and this is the
meaning thereof. By ‘the man who is unskilled in the way’ is meant
the many folk. By ‘the man who is skilled in the way’ is meant a
Tathagata, an Arahant, a Fully Enlightened One. By ‘the divided way,’
Tissa, is meant ‘the state of wavering.” The ‘left-hand path’ is a name
for this false eightfold path, to wit: the path of wrong views, wrong
intention, and so forth. The ‘right-hand path,’ Tissa, is a name for
this Ariyan Eightfold Path, to wit: Right Views, and so forth. The
‘thick forest,” Tissa, is a name for ignorance. The ‘great marshy swamp,’
Tissa, is a name for the feeling-desires. The °‘steep precipice,” Tissa,
is a name for vexation and despair. ‘The delightful stretch of level

of ground,” Tissa, is a name for Nibbana.”
(Samyutta-Nikaya, T11. 106)1

Chapter V of the Sutta-Nipdta, a collection of discourses
In prose and verse embodying what are believed to be some
of the earliest versions of the Teaching, is entitled ‘“The
Way to the Beyond.” Therein the sixteen brahmin pupils

' Some Sayings of the Buddha, pp.325-326.
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of Bavarin are sent by their master to interrogate the
Buddha. Each in turn puts a question. The tenth diseiple,
Kappa, asks the Enlightened One to tell him of an isle of
refuge from the flood of decay and death. The Lord
replies:—-

“In midstream standing, in the fearsome flood,

For those o’erwhelmed by decay and death,

I'll tell thee of an island, Kappa (said

The Exalted One)—DIll tell thee of an isle,
Where all these things shall be no more.

“Possessing naught, and cleaving unto naught—
This is the isle, th’ incomparable isle.
That is the ending of decay and death.
Nibbana do I call it, Kappa (said
The Exalted One)—that is the isle.”
- ( Sutta-Nipdata, V. 1092-93)
Symbolical indications such as these were undoubtedly
called for by the exigencies of the spiritual-pedagogic situa-
tion. Nirvana was In the highest sense devoid of all quali-
ties, both positive and negative. Nothing could be predicat-
ed of it. Even silence, literally interpreted, might be mis-
understood. Yet on the phenomenal plane, amidst the
objects of the external world, including our own bodies—
all seemingly so solid and so real—the holy life had, con-
ventionally speaking, to be lived, and Nirvana, though in
the absolute sense not definable even as the goal had, in
a relative sense, to be attained. Paradoxes of this kind
were transformed by some of the later Mahayana spiritual
masters into extremely fruitful subjects for meditation. The
Buddha, like the more dialectically inclined among His fol-
lowers, seems to have In practice observed a sharp distinc-
tion between the absolute truth of the total negation of all
qualifications, negative ones included, and the relative truth
of the symbolical indications, both positive and negative.
This distinction between paramattha-sacca (Skt. paramar-
tha-satya) and sammuti-sacca (Skt. samuvrti-satya), or
absolute truth and relative truth, despite important differ-
ences of interpretation, has remained throughout the long
“history” of Buddhism fundamental to all schools of

' Ibid., p. 331.
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Buddhist thought. As we have seen, in discussions of the
nature of Nirvana and the condition of the Released
Person, the Buddha tolerated no predicate of any kind;
but when rousing the dormant spiritual energies of His
disciples He depicts Nirvana in the concretest forms and
in the strongest and most brillhant colours. After the Pari-
nirvana of the Master the “contradiction” between the two
kinds of truth, which had hitherto created in the spiritual
life of the disciple only a certain needful tension, led to a
rupture between two rival groups in the Sangha. One group,
while agreeing that the conventional expressions of ordi-
nary speech, mneluding epithets and metaphors and other
poetical figures, were not literally and absolutely true,
nevertheless contended that doctrines such as the Four
Aryan Truths possessed not merely relative but absolute
validity. A “man” was unreal, but the five aggregates of
which he was composed did really exist. Nirvana was of
course not literally a cave or an i1sland or a delightful
stretch of level ground, but it was in truth and fact the
entire cessation of becoming. To the other group, spiritually
subtler and intellectually more acute than their opponents,
Nirvana 1itself, also called by them the Voidness, was the
sole Absolute Truth, and even the most abstract intellectual
indications of the goal were as much a matter of relative
truth as the concretest 1maginative ones. From one point
of view the history of Buddhist thought, and of the various
schools which contributed to its development, is the history
of the setting up for practical purposes of one indication
of Reality after another, each to be ruthlessly discarded
the minute 1t came to be regarded as true in the absolute
sense. As Buddhism, in its highest sense of the realization
of the Truth, rolled victorious through the centuries it left
behind 1t a long trail of deposed ‘“definitions.” This inher-
ent antagonism between the literal and figurative inter-
pretations of doctrinal terms was, as we shall see more
narrowly later on, one of the main factors leading to the
emergence of the Great Vehicle.

Though the Buddha’s own symbolical indications of Nir-
vana were generally of a sensuous and poetic nature, others
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of a more abstract and conceptual character are by no
means entirely absent from the Pali Seriptures. One of the
most Interesting and, bearing in mind later historical
developments, doctrinally most important of these, is a
short but tremendously significant text in which the mind
or consclousness 1s declared by the Buddha to be radiant
or luminous (pabhassara) in its essential nature.

“This consciousness (citta) is luminous, but it is defiled by ad-
ventitious defilements. The uninstructed average person does not
understand this as it really is. Therefore 1 say that for him there is no
mental development.

“This consciousness is luminous, and it is freed from adventi-
tious defilements. The iInstructed ariyan disciple understands this as it
really 1s. Therefore I say that for him there is mental development.”

( Anguttara-Nikaya, 1. 10. Horner's translation)’

This same intrinsically pure and radiant consciousness
was at a later stage in the development of Buddhist thought
not only explicitly identified with Nirvana but regarded
as of all designations of Reality the most significant and
appropriate. To the Vijnanavadins, as we shall see 1n
Chapter III, absolutely undifferentiated consciousness, free
from the distinction of subject and object, alone was real.
Nothing existed save Though