Response to “Buddhist Views on Overcoming Obstacles to Universal Friendship” by Prof. Richard P. Hayes 

Dharma Master Hsin Tao

Prof. Richard Hayes paper has been helpful in explaining the basis of Buddhist hospitality or universal friendship as grounded in the affirmation of human unity. This affirmation reveals the division of humanity into clans, tribes, races and nations as a negative development, which leads to strife, conflict and war. Prof. Hayes has also rightly pointed out that the barrier to friendship and unity is a wrong and self-centered understanding of reality. Finally, he describes ways of transforming self-centeredness into attitudes of universal friendship.

The main sources that Prof. Hayes bases his observations on derive from the Pali Theravada tradition. In Prof. Hayes interpretation, the Buddha`s message can be easily misunderstood to be one of doom, rather than of liberation.  For example, he writes that “..the Buddha could easily conceive of the natural world unfolding without any plan or purpose whatsoever….The world for the Buddha was entirely pointless….(p.118)…Gotama sees only one solution: renunciation, leaving the world and its cares behind and seeking the bedrock stability of solitude in which one has left every form of craving and striving and struggling behind (p.117)….The hope provided by the Buddha`s vision is that it is possible for at least some people to attain a state of maturity wherein they will be able to learn that dividing the naturally uniform species into unnatural divisions…..leads only to conflict, and that conflict leads to further conflict…..(p.121). Also, in Prof. Hayes interpretation of the Suttanipata, the dart that has wounded the hearts of human beings is explained as the “dart of arrogance and self-importance.” The meaning of the dart however is more comprehensive. It stands for Dukkha, the suffering or dissatisfaction which the Buddha taught as the first Noble Truth. Dukkha is caused by the fact that all things are impermanent and that there is no self to be found in them. The text describes the dart or arrow as “the arrowhead of grieving, of desiring, of despair” and continues to say that “the One, who has taken out the arrow, who has no clinging, who has attained peace of mind, passed beyond all grief –this one, free from grief, is still.” 

Far from being “entirely pointless’, this world with its suffering is upheld as the only place in the whole realm of Buddhist cosmology where the arrow can be taken out, where human beings can attain realization. Moreover, seen from the background of rigid division of Indian society into the fourfold caste-system, which excluded the despised group of the outcasts, the Buddha’s rejection of the deterministic and hierarchical structure perpetuated by the priestly class of the Brahmins and his opening up of his teaching and Sangha to members of all groups and even to women provided not only a revolutionary message of hope for those who suffered most from discrimination and hostility, but also an alternative vision for society and the human existence.

To address the topic of hostility and hospitality, we cannot limit ourselves to only look at the Theravada perspective, but we must also look at major developments in the Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions. For example, Lotus Buddhism, Pure Land Buddhism, Zen and the Tantric traditions of East Asia and Tibet, all of which exert major influence, also need to be considered for their attitude on hostility and hospitality. Also, rather than just dwelling on the textual sources and traditions, we need to consider the living context in which Buddhism has influenced culture and society in different epochs and regions of the world. From this perspective, there is much room for self-criticism from within the Buddhist perspective.

For example, in those regions where Buddhism has served to form the identity of an ethnic community, has it also functioned as a principle of exclusion of others who do not share such an identity? Sri Lanka comes as a case in point. We all know how Theravada Buddhism came to Sri Lanka and formed the basis of racial cohesion of Singhalese society. But this very fact has also given Singhalese nationalists a weapon to exclude Hindu Tamil communities from political participation. Some strands of Lotus-Buddhism, specifically those deriving from 13.th century prophet Nichiren, emphasize their version of Buddhist teaching as superior over others in a way that has led Nichiren`s followers to denigrate other Buddhist schools. Scholars also have pointed out how Zen-Buddhism was used by Japanese nationalists for war-efforts. Also, in the long history of Buddhism influenced by patriarchal structures in Asia societies, women tended to be excluded or put into stereotypical roles. Full ordination is not yet available to women in the Theravada and Tibetan traditions, although steps in this direction are being taken in Sri Lanka and Thailand. Given the above, there is much room for Buddhists to be self-critical about our own tradition, and this remains a task for follow-up.

The core message of Buddhism is one of loving kindness and compassion. This message is contained in the early texts of Buddhism and further developed in the Mahayana and Vajrayana traditions. For example, the Metta Sutta, which is commonly recited from memory by monastics and lay followers in Theravada countries alike, says the following: “One should cultivate one`s thoughts thus: May all beings be happy and secure. May their minds be contented. Whatever beings there may be- weak or strong, tall, stout, medium, short, small, or large, seen or unseen, dwelling far or near, born or yet to be born- may all beings, without exception, be happy. Let no one deceive or despise any person whatever in any place. In anger or ill will, let not one wish any harm to one other. As a mother would protect her only child even at the risk of her own life, let one cultivate a boundless heart towards all beings.”
Buddhist compassion is not just an emotional attitude, but a dynamic principle based on an insight into reality, into what is. This insight is wisdom.  It leads into our realization of the interconnectedness of all sentient beings. This interconnectedness is especially extolled and explained in the Avatamsaka Sutra, which is a basic text for the Zen-Buddhist tradition. To see everyone as intrinsically connected with one`s own being is thereby to embrace the suffering and pain of all as one`s own. 

The figure of the Bodhisattva Guanyin (Avalokitesvara in Sanskrit) is a powerful symbol of this. The Bodhisattva figure, even though known in the earlier tradition, embodies the Mahayana ideal of the seeker of enlightenment who postpones his or her own entry into Nirvana until he or she has saved all beings from suffering. Guan-yin is an awakened figure who embodies the Buddha`s compassion. Her salvific actions are described in the Lotus Sutra, which is one of the most important and beloved texts in the Mahayana tradition. The Great Compassion Sutra of the Thousand armed and thousand eyed Avalokitesvara, a text that is also very important in the Tantric tradition, describes how Guanyin assumed the form with one thousand eyes and arms, which signify her compassionate embrace of all aspects of reality and of all sentient beings in different situations of suffering.

The Buddha`s teachings ask more of us than to overcome hostility and practice hospitality. They ask us to give the whole of our selves for the happiness of all sentient beings, which is our very own happiness. This kind of happiness is the hope that the Buddha has to offer to the world. I want to end my response with a quote from the Bodhisattva-vows of  Santideva, an Indian poet who lived in the eight century:

“I dedicate this self of mine to the happiness of all beings. Let them smite me,  constantly mock me, or throw dirt at me……
Let them do to me whatever pleases them, but let no one suffer any mishap on my account. Whether they direct thoughts at me that are angry or kindly, may those thoughts be a constant cause for their achieving all their aims.

Those who accuse me falsely, others who do me wrong, and still others who deride me- may they attain enlightenment!

May I be a protector of the unprotected, a guide for travelers on the way, a boat, a bridge, a means of crossing for those who seek other shore.

For all creatures, may I be a light for those who need a light, a bed for those who need a bed, and a slave for those who need a slave.

Just as the Buddhas of the past grasped the mind-set of enlightenment and went on to follow the bodhisattva training,

So too will I give rise of the mind sent on enlightenment for the well-being of the world, and so will I train in the stages of the bodhisattva discipline.”
