Norman Fischer

Reaction to Richard P. Hayes paper “Buddhist Views on Overcoming Obstacles to Universal Friendship”

Several useful points emerge from Dr. Hayes paper, particular ways in which Buddhism might uniquely contribute to an international dialog to promote plurality, hospitality, and tolerance among religions. 

First, the emphasis in Buddhism, throughout all schools and sects, on universal friendliness as a practice and a point of view.  Buddhism has held the notion from its earliest teachings that only a general sense of goodwill toward all equally – without favoring any one person or group, even one’s co-religionists – would promote true liberation.  As long as there is any holding fast to preference and passion for any object in the world there will be suffering.  So in Buddhism universal friendliness is a more important principle than what might be called in the West “truth,” some prepositional understandable concept to which a believer would hold.  In Buddhism there is no such prepositional truth that would be or could be more important than universal friendliness.  Further, Buddhism offers many techniques and practices for the development of such friendliness.  And this itself is perhaps also a unique feature of Buddhism, or at least a feature that Buddhism seems to emphasize more than other religions: the notion of spiritual practice or spiritual cultivation as an ongoing development or skill.

In his discussion of the ten virtues that constitute the Buddhist system of cultivation Professor Hayes highlights one that has always been my favorite- flexibility.  This is pliancy of mind and view- not rigidly fixating on concepts or notion but cultivating instead a mind that is able to let go of view, and to see many sides to any issue.  The importance of this virtue, along with that of universal friendship, would seem to make Buddhism uniquely suited to and interested in interreligious dialog. 

Despite the effort to develop flexibility and universal friendship, Buddhists did of course make a distinction between those who followed the Path as they understood it, and those who did not.  It is interesting to note, as Professor Hayes does, the nature of that distinction.  There is no sense that the non Buddhist is fundamentally different from the Buddhist or even inferior.  The notion is that the non Buddhist is simply one who has not progressed far on the path as yet, a less mature individual than the Buddhist- or at least the advanced, realized Buddhist.  While one may object that this is a condescending view to members of other religious traditions (though I think that flexibility of mind would dictate that a Buddhist would see any spiritually mature person, whether Buddhist or not, as “a true Buddhist”), it is certainly a more generous view that that which is often projected by members of a religion onto outsiders-as grossly inferior, even, sometimes, inhuman or evil.

This notion of spiritual practice simply as the path toward human maturity, rather than as the holding of a particular faith or belief or vision,  is something that has been important to me.  The subject of my last book was precisely this: “Taking Our Places: the Buddhist Path to Truly Growing Up” (HarperSanFrancisco, 2003).  In that book I argued for the recognition that spiritual practice, in whatever tradition one chose, was a necessity for anyone wanting to truly take his or her place as a mature responsible person in this world.

For me the most interesting part of Professor Hayes’ paper is the contrast he draws between the socio political views of Kant and those of the Buddha.  Kant begins with an optimistic faith in Reason and human destiny, born I suppose from a faith in the goodness of the Christian God, who would not have created a world of unalloyed tragedy, or even randomness.  Kant believed that the collective trajectory of human reason was inevitably toward the good, and that all human social problems, including war, were only tending toward the good, for it would be through these problems and their terrible consequences that the aggregate of humanity would one day surely realize that holding peace on earth and good will toward men was the only possible way to live.  The Buddha on the other hand was much more pessimistic (or, we might now feel, realistic).  While he did recognize that human wisdom is cumulative throughout history, he also felt that human confusion was equally cumulative. The Buddha did not have faith that things were getting better all the time; he felt that things would always be getting both better and worse, alternately.  Hence he emphasized personal and individual salvation through renunciation as the way for individual and eventually collective improvement in this world.  However Professor Hayes’ paper is written entirely from the point of view of Theravada Buddhism, which propounds this view, as evidenced in the Theravadin (early Buddhist, Pali) scriptures.  If you include within the Buddhist perspective the great Mahayana sutras, like the Lotus sutra, the Avatamsaka sutra, and many others, you get a cosmically optimistic view that may not be so far from Kant’s spirit.  Although there is no assumption of a God who has a plan of goodness for the universe, there is very clearly the notion of universal salvation that will inevitably come about as a result of the good actions and vows of many Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, over incalculable eons.  Many writers have remarked that the spirit of compassion and optimism of Mahayana Buddhism is quite similar to that of some versions of Christianity.  

