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Catholicism has always been glad to
welcome “‘things of good report’ from
Greek philosophy to the monastic tradi-
tions of modern India. In comparative
religion, this has meant looking as much
for the truths which point toward Christ
as for the errors which obscure him.
Buddhism makes a powertul appeal to
many disgusted with secularism and
materialism; so that P. de Lubac’s
brilliant study is particularly opportune.
It has all the necessary qualifications: a
real knowledgeh of both religions; pro-
found scholarship , intellectual generosity; -
and the living faith that is essential it such
a discussion is not to be merely academic.
Thus his appreciation of the riches of
Buddhist maitri do not blind him to the
fact that its impersonalism sets it far apart
from the Christian caritas which in many
ways it resembles; and the similarity
between Buddhist and early Christian
writings on the "‘tree of life’’ must, he
points out, be oftset by the fact that the
Buddhist ‘‘tree’’ has somewhat over-

shadowed Buddha. P. de Lubac’s appre-

ciation of the Buddhist ‘‘shadows’’ is

rooted in his grasp of the Christian
substance.
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FOREWORD

THERE is no lack of good books in English for anyone who wishes
to embark upon the study of Buddhism. It has nevertheless
seemed advisable to preface the three specialised studies which
make up this little volume with a brief sketch for the benefit of
those readers who have not yet made acquaintance with the
[.aw of Buddha. This sketch is, in a sense, of a purely material
nature, whereas the studies that follow aim to elucidate the
spirit of Buddhism.

(i) There seems to be no doubt that it was 1n the year 563 B.c.
that there was born irr Northern India,; of the royal family of
the Sakyas, the person who was to be known as Sakyamuni
(the sage of the Sakya tribe), Bhagavat (the Blessed One),
the Tathagata (he who ‘“‘came in the same way”, 1.e. like the
Buddhas before him), the Buddha (the Enlightened One, the
Awakened One, the one who knows).

Legend shows him, after a youth spent in the lap of luxury,
forsaking his father’s palace, abandoning his wife and little
son, and devoting himself to the “noble quest” in search of
‘““deliverance”. For seven years he sits at the feet of different
masters of wisdom, devoting himself in turn to abstruse studies,
fasts and the mortifications and disciplines whose aim 1s mysti-
cal ecstasy. But he discovers that not one of these ways leads
to ““disgust with the world, the absence of passion, the suppres-
sion of ‘samsara’ [the cycle of becoming, transmigration]—to
nirvana’’. Rapt in his lonely meditation he arrives one day
at the place known ever since as Buddha Gaya, and there,
sitting under a fig-tree, he meditates. Suddenly, in the middle
of the night, enlightenment comes: from then on he is the

Buddha.
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Having overcome Mara, the god of evil, and the more
subtle temptation to keep his secret to himself, he then, on the
entreaty of the great god Brahma Sahampati, begins his long
career as a wandering preacher. His first sermon 1s delivered
at the gates of Benares to an audience of five monks who had
shown themselves well disposed towards him: “Come closer,
O monks, live in holiness and put an end to misery!” From
that day ‘“there were six saints in the world”’. The Buddhist
community had been founded. Accompanied by an increasing
number of disciples, Sakyamuni travels all over North-East
India. He converts King Bimbisara, Brahmans, young noble-
men. After forty years, at the age of about eighty, he dies, or
rather he ‘‘enters into pari-nirvana’ (perfect nirvana). He
had given his last imnstructions to his disciples, especially to his
beloved Ananda: *““Do not complain, do not despair, Ananda!
From everything that man loves you must separate yourself. . . .
In truth, O disciples, everything that becomes is perishable.
Fight without ceasing!”

(i1) The essentials of the Buddhist teaching are contained in
the Canon of the Sacred Scriptures. This appears in two main
forms, the Pali Canon and the Sanskrit Canon (Chinese and
Tibetan versions). In both it is made up of three parts (hence
its name, the ‘““Iriple Basket’: Tripitaka); the Sutras, an
enormous collection of sermons and moral fables which the
Buddha himself 1s supposed to have uttered; the Vinaya
(““discipline’), a collection of monastic laws; the Avhidharma,
a collection of moral and metaphysical treatises.

Of this great mass of material only a small proportion dates
back to anywhere near the origin of the religion. There is
nothing that in this respect resembles our New Testament;
and so it i1s very difficult to re-create the earliest state of the
doctrine, or to trace the early history of the religion, or even
to know anything of a precise nature about the Buddha him-
self, although his historic existence and the main features of his
moral personality are sufficiently well attested. This last point is,
however, of little importance from the Buddhist point of view,
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for the empirical nature of the Buddha only plays a secondary
part compared with the doctrine. ‘““The Buddhas only point
the way. . . . The Law which I have given you will be your
master when I disappear.” '

(111) When a person wishes to be converted to the Buddhist
faith he repeats the formula of the ““Triple Refuge’: “I
go to the Buddha, to the Dharma, to the Sangha for
retuge.’

The Sangha 1s the brotherhood. It is primarily an order of
monks (bhikshus), around which grawvitate, like a sort of third
order, the laymen (Upasakas: devotees). Only the first have
really entered upon the way that leads to deliverance. 'The
others, who are still involved in the life of the world, content
themselves with practising a certain natural morality, giving
alms to the bhikshus, and practising the worship of Buddha.
This worship is very simple, involving no sacrifice but only the
veneration of images and relics of the Buddha and the sacred
texts.

Entry is made into the Order in two stages: the Pravrajya or
““departure”’, at the beginning of the novitiate; the Upasam-
paga or ‘‘arrival”’, a kind of profession which does not, how-
ever, necessitate any vows in the proper scnse of the word. The
monastic life does not involve any manual labour but religious
offices, begging for food and spiritual exercises (both physiologi-
cal and mental). The monastic ideal 1s an 1deal of renunciation
—of poverty and chastity; it is an ideal of the ““middle way ",
of calm and inner freedom. Prostrate at the feet of Kassapa,
the incarnation of this ideal, the gods (‘“devas’) say:

Ancient One! Thou art emptied of desires:
The light in thy eyes is as pure as the lotus flower.

Naturally, during the course of twenty-five centuries and
with the spread of the religion into many different lands,
there have been enormous variations in its rules, in zeal and
laxity.
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(iv) The Dharma is the Law or Doctrine. It consists in brief
in the four “holy truths”’, the subject of the sermon of Benares.
These are concerned with misery; the origin of misery; the
suppression of misery; the way which leads to the suppression
of misery.

Everything in existence involves misery because everything
is impermanent. Whether 1t is recognised or not, misery I1s
intrinsic to every experience. Now this misery, like 1mper-
manence itself, has its origin in ignorance, which gives rise to
desire, which in turn gives rise to becoming, and so on: this is
samsara, the fatal wheel of becoming, both individual and
universal. To put an end to it, it is necessary ‘‘ to dry up desire ”,
““to tear up the roots of desire”’, by destroying ignorance.

In other words, it means escaping from the law of karma, or
action. It means preventing action from fructifying in becom-
ing. It is true that a morally good action brings its reward,
just as an evil action engenders punishment, because of an
immanent force. But this reward itself is evil in so far as it
exists within the world of becoming. ‘“Ewvil 1s everything that
aims at the happiness of this world.” Only the absence of
action, or ‘“‘pure action’’, performed without any kind of
attachment or desire, gains the ““fruit of rupture”: ‘“Sinners
oo to the hells; those who have lived well go to the paradises;
but those who have meditated on the right way, freed from the
flow of action, will go to nirvana.”

(v) The Marga (the Way). The “way which leads to the
suppression of misery’’ 1s threefold.

First of all there 1s the Svarga-marga (the way to the para-
dises). This i1s the way taken by the Upasakas. It is the way of
morality. But the paradises to which it leads are still part of
our material world, the ““world of desire” (kamadhatu). They
are not deliverance. The gods who inhabit them, however
egreat and however long their happiness, will be reborn into
other conditions. In order to proceed towards deliverance it is
therefore necessary to pass beyond this first way.

One ‘“‘enters upon the true way” by taking the second
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way, dhyanaloka-marga (the way to the heavens of recollec-
tion). This has eight stages, eight degrees of dhyana (recollec-
tion, ecstasy), by which one rises into the two vast regions of
being which lie above our world—the “world of forms”
(Rupadhatu) and the world *“of the absence of forms™ (Arupad-
hatu). One thus passes from the condition known as *‘trembl-
ing with joy” to ‘““happiness without joy”, then to “‘abstract
felicity ’, followed by ‘‘expressionless quietude”. Then come
the other states of recollection known as ‘“the infinity of space ”,
‘““the infinity of knowledge ”’, *“ the non-existence of everything ",
finally ‘“neither with nor without thought™.

Despite their verbal subtleties, these mystical stages are
records of experiences, to achieve which Buddhism has to a
certain extent at least borrowed the methods of the ancient
Yogis.

(vi) At the eighth degree of dhyana, 1.e. “neither with nor
without thought”’, one reaches Bhavagra, “the summit of the
world ”’, the extreme point of existence. This is still not the end,
however, for there still remains a subtle attachment, each
detachment from a lower state having been obtained through
the desire for the following state. If there 1s not to be a relapse
and a return to the infernal round of becoming, detachment
from Bhavagra is now necessary. With this one enters upon
the third way, Nirvanamarga.

The way to nirvana is governed according to the particular
spiritual temperament concerned, either by mystical intuition
or by meditation on the doctrine; but in everyone intuition
must be impregnated with wisdom, and wisdom, if it 1s to assist
towards salvation, must be impregnated with mysticism:
“No Prajna without Samadhi, no Samadht without Prajna.”
Their union produces the spark of Enlightenment. This brings
the full realisation of the condition in which one has “‘laid
down the burden, cut the bonds”, and can say with absolute
certainty: ‘ Existence is exhausted for me; I have lived through
the spiritual life, there is nothing left to make me be reborn.”
This is the condition known as ‘‘nirvana upon earth” or “the
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nirvana with something remaining”, as a prelude to the
““nirvana with nothing remaining”, or *“‘perfect mirvana™, at
the end of this final existence. |

(vil) What then is this perfect nirvana, the end of all Buddhist
aspiration? Sakyamuni refused to disclose this. Some Buddhist
schools, and a number of Westerners, have equated 1t with
nothingness, and the numerous passages denying any kind of
substantial personality, such as the metaphor of ““the lamp
that goes out”’, have provided them with grounds for argument.
In reality, however, despite its negative vocabulary, Buddhism
does seem to admit an ‘“‘Immortal One” (amarita), an ‘‘Im-
movable One”, an ‘“Unshakable One”, an ultimate state
described as one of ‘‘confidence, calm, beatitude, delicacy,
limpidity, freshness”. ‘““The i1dea of nirvana seems to be
derived from experiences of ecstasy from which one awakens
refreshed and comforted” (Colebrooke).

Nevertheless, Buddhism does not believe in any substantial
principle of individuality, nor in any substantial Absolute
above or at the heart of the universe. And its general direction
(at least 1n the early stages) is pragmatist: it i1s not a case of
seeking for union with the Principle of the Universe but of
escaping from the misery of this world, finding the “way out”,
and obtaining ‘““deliverance”. Hence the perpetually negative
vocabulary.

(vin1) The Buddha did not want his disciples to concern
themselves with purely speculative problems: ‘“Just as, O
monks, the open sea has only one savour, the savour of salt,
thus, O monks, the doctrine of the Tathagata has only one
savour, the savour of deliverance.”” Nevertheless the Buddhists
soon split up 1nto different schools. They also, at about the
beginning of the Christian era, split up into two main branches,
though there was no violent schism. These are known as the
Hinayana (the Little Vehicle, a term of contempt) and the
Mahayana (the Great Vehicle). '

The Hinayana, as it has for long existed (especially in Ceylon,
Burma and Siam), 1s not identical with primitive Buddhism ; it
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1s altogether more conservative, more sober, more specifically
monastic. The Mahayana, which has developed chiefly in the
Far East, has been richer in developments and more receptive
to outside influences.

The Hinayana recognises a series of earthly Buddhas (pre-
decessors of Sakyamuni and the future Buddha Maitreya);
the Mahayana includes mystical or transcendent Buddhas as
well, especially the five great Buddhas, each with its ““double”
(it has been called their “word”’), or great Bodhisattva. The
most famous duo i1s that of the Buddha Amitabha and his
Bodhisattva Avalokitesvara (who becomes in China Kwan-yin
and 1n Japan Kwannon): the worship of these is known as
Amidism, which forms a kind of religion, apparently mono-
theistic in nature, within the vast world of Buddhism.

For the Hinayana the perfect type is the arhat, the monk who
1s holy ““for himself”’, who knows that he will not be born
again; for the Mahayana 1t is the bodhisattva, who, moved by a
universal compassion, does not want to disappear into nirvana
while there remains anyone on earth to be saved.

In the Mahayana the actual worship becomes more magnifi-
cent, the reason being that a greater part i1s played in 1t by the
upasakas, and also that the Buddhas tend to appear as saviours.
But the personality of Sakyamuni often becomes blurred by
the figures of other Buddhas.

(ix) The “Triple Basket” of the Mahayanist Canon *has
no lid”’, which means to say that numerous works have been
added to the Canon. They contain revelations supposed to
have been made by the Buddha to celestial bodhisattvas and
said to contain the fundamental doctrine. The most important
are the Prajnaparamita (‘‘The Perfection of Wisdom?™), the
Lalitavistara (‘‘The Unfolding of the Games”, a miraculous
account of the Buddha'’s life), the Lankavatara (the Law given
to the island of Lanka, i.e. Ceylon), the Saddharmapundarika
(‘““The Lotus of the Good Law”’). These books give the ““abso-
lute truth”’, whereas the books of the Hinayana only give a

“relative truth”’.
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I'wo main schools of metaphysical idealism have developed
in the Mahayana: the Madhyamika (founded by Nagarjuna)
and the Yogacara (found by Asanga). Whereas the Hinayana
insisted on the purely relative character of the phenomena of
which the universe is composed, these Mahayanist schools
Insist on universal emptiness. For anyone who has properly
understood 1t, there is no real distinction between one thing
and another anywhere: ‘““Nirvana is samsara and samsara is
nirvana.”” This i1s the doctrine of the ‘“nirvana which is not an
absolute end.” Any distinction between one thing and another
1s only apparent and the individual Buddha has never existed
(Docetism). The Yogacara school develops an idealism of a
less purely negative kind with its doctrine of the ‘“Nothing but
thought™ and its grandiose construction of the Trikaya or
““the Three Bodies of the Buddha”.

(x) Despite its origins, Buddhism is universalist in character.
Sakyamuni did not preach to any one single caste or people
but to everybody. He wanted the Dharma to be preached to
each person in his own language. Buddhism has spread
throughout all the countries of Asia, not as a fact of culture
helping to make the wheels go round, but rather as a faith
carried by missionaries. The ““gift of religion” it holds to be
the greatest gift of all. Wherever it has spread Buddhism has
adapted itself to its environment with a generous flexibility.
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CHAPTER 1

BUDDHIST CHARITY

The person with a hundred different loves
Has a hundred different pains.

The person with ninety different loves
Has ninety different pains.

The person with eighty difterent loves . . . etc.
The person with one love

Has one pain.

The person without love

Has no pain. '’

THis quotation, which with its negative tone of disillusionment
sounds so typically Buddhist, seems tc justify the opinion of
those historians for whom there can be no possible question of
charity in Buddhism. The position 1s not quite so simple,
however; a closer examination of it may enable us to modify—
in one direction or the other—some fairly common interpreta-
tions of Buddhism, and at the same time to enter a little more
deeply into its spirit.

One of the first obligations laid upon every Buddhist is that
of ahimsa, i.e. ‘“‘not-harming’. This rule existed before
Buddha, is very important in Jainism and still exists in modern
Hinduism. Ahimsa means primarily—it 1s thus that 1t 1s almost
always envisaged—respect for all hiving things.? But in the
teaching of Sakyamuni, at least, it has a wider significance.
“Any act which is harmful to others 1s a sin.”” Consequently,
‘“When you wish to perform an action, consider whether it is
going to be harmful to others, harmful to yourselt, harmful to
yourself and others: if it is, do not perform it; for it i1s an evil
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action whose fruit will be suffering”; whilst the fatakamala
has a more succinct saying, which exactly recalls the words of
Jesus: “Do not do unto others that which you would not wish
them to do unto you.”’?

But ahimsa is no more than a beginning. Despite what
Lehmann* has said, it by no means embodies the whole of the
Buddhist’s duty to his neighbour. This includes a number of
other obligations, at once positive and negative, > which can be
reduced to the three essential virtues signified by the three
names maitri, dana and karuna. It i1s only after studying all
three of these that we can know 1n what sense it 1s permissible
to speak of Buddhist charity, what place this holds in the
general economy of Buddhism, and how it is to be regarded in
relation to Christian charity.

The best English word for maitr1 (metta)® seems to be
““loving-kindness’’. It means a certain feeling, a certain state
of mind, which is unassuming and gentle, but warm and
friendly, and which should be habitually maintained. It is
superior to any kind of practical activity; from it alone, in
fact, does the latter derive any value it may possess. This is
made clear in the ltwuttaka 1n the following splendid passage:

“None of the means employed to acquire religious merit,
O monks, has a sixteenth part of the value of loving-kindness.
Loving-kindness, which 1s freedom of heart, absorbs them
all; it glows, it shines, 1t blazes forti.

And in the same way, O monks, as the light of all the stars
has not a sixteenth part of the value of the moonlight, but
the moonlight absorbs it and glows and shines and blazes
forth: 1n the same way, O monks, none of the means em-
ployed to acquire religious merit has a sixteenth part of the
value of loving-kindness. Loving-kindness, which is freedom
of heart, absorbs them it glows, it shines, it blazes forth.

And 1n the same way, O monks, as at the end of the rainy
season, the sun, rising into the clear and cloudless sky,
banishes all the dark spaces and glows and shines and blazes
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forth: and in the same way again, as at night’s end the
morning star glows and shines and blazes forth: so, O monks,
none of the means employed to acquire religious merit has a
sixteenth part of the value of loving-kindness. Loving-kind-

ness, which 1s freedom of heart, absorbs them: it glows, it
shines, it blazes forth.?

Buddhist legend attempts to inspire this feeling of loving-
kindness when 1t says that “at the moment of the Buddha’s
conception, all beings had loving and helpful thoughts towards
each other, all had the feelings of a father or a mother”, and
when it describes Kassapa delivering this funeral oration over
his departed Masteg: ‘““He was compassionate; no living thing
was ever hurt by him, for he was armed with mercy”,® and
again when # shows the Buddha reproving the Brahmans for
having forgotten, amongst all the other ways of doing good,
the most important way, that of kindness.® And in point of
fact the teaching embodied in these legends was highly fruitful;
as a resul® ‘“‘Buddhism was able to inspire the peoples of the
Far East with an ideal of peaceful living and humanity .19

As nothing is more precious, so nothing is more powerful
than maitri. [t alone can triumph over hatred: ‘“Hatred has
never put an end to hatred. Loving-kindness puts an end to
hatred. This is the eternal law.”” 1! It triumphs over all wicked-
ness: ‘“ Wickedness is like fire, and loving-kindness like water.
When water is used to put out fire there is no chance of 1t
failing.”’'? In the person who has submitted to it with all his
heart, maitri has power to remove the gravest faults. A certain
Maitrakanyaka was fruitful in good works, he had given as
many as thirty-two pieces of gold to the monks; but one un-
lucky day he hit his mother because she objected to his going
overseas on business. Maitrakanyaka was shipwrecked and
landed on an island, where for some time he was entertained 1n
splendid houses by thirty-two beauties of paradise, the daughters
of his alms. But finally he arrived at a place of horror where
dwelt a man whose head was being eaten into by a red iron
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disc. ‘“What have you done to deserve this, unfortunate one?”’
he asked. ‘I committed a crime,”’ the other replied, ““and I
must remain here until a criminal as wicked as myself arrives;
but I cannot believe that any other man has ever done what I
did—beaten his mother.” Then Maitrakanyaka remembered
his misdeed and 1immediately the gory disc fastened itself onto
his head. But the pain inspired him to utter this sublime prayer:
““May no one ever be unfortunate enough to come and take
my place here!” And at once he was released from pain.?13
As can be seen from this story, maitri may call for heroism.
S0 Buddha understands 1t 1n his exhortations to his disciples:

O monks, that man would not be fulfilling my commands
who, even whilst ruffians were cutting him limb from limb
with a saw, allowed hatred to fill his heart. *Even then he
should bestir himself and say: ‘““This will not change my
heart. I shall not utter evil words. I shall remain kindly
and compassionate, with my heart full of loving-kindness
and with no hatred within me, thus shedding light upon this
man from my heart full of loving-kindness and free from
hatred and malice.”’ 14

The Buddha himself had given an examplé of this sort of
behaviour 1n his relationship with his wicked cousin Devadatta.
This cousin, after using magic against Buddha and turning a
number of his disciples away from him, had fallen ill; but
from the ““Peak of the Vulture”, where he was then living,
Sakyamuni stretched out his arm, touched his cousin’s head
and cured him. Again Devadatta attacked him; he took hold
of a powerful catapult, fired it and wounded the Buddha.
Blood began to pour from the wound, and nothing that the
doctor Jivaka could do was of any avail. Then Kassapa
exclaimed: “O Blessed One, if it is true that you harbour in
your heart the same feelings for both your friends and your

enemies, may the flow of blood cease!” And immediately the
blood stopped gushing forth,?1%
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No effort should be spared, then, to reach a state of mind at
once $o precious, so powerful, and, in certain cases, so difficult
to attain. And so one of the chief exercises which the bhikshu
has to perform consists in ‘“meditating to acquire maitr1’.
He proceeds by stages which are carefully graded. He must
pray that all beings may obtain absolute felicity, but as he 1s
not at first able ‘““thus to direct his thoughts” he begins by
dividing all beings into three categories—friends, acquaint-
ances, enemies. The first and third categories he then sub-
divides into three groups—large, medium and small—making
seven groups in all. The monk then prays for the happiness of
his greatest friends. This he finds easy. He repeats his prayer,
endeavouring to preserve the same intensity, for each group
in turn, until he comes to his worst enemies. “When this
impartial sevenfold meditation has been mastered he enlarges
the area of his prayer, including in it towns and countries to
the north, south, east and west, until finally he includes all
living things in this one thought of loving-kindness.””'# This
exercise can then be repeated in different forms, so that gradu-
ally he accustoms himself to living in the most meritorious
condition of all:

One who, in the morning, at midday and in the evening,
brings forth simply one spark of loving-kindness in his heart,
gains more merit than one who, in the morning, at midday
and in the evening, gives gifts of a hundred bowls of food.
That is why, O monks, you must learn to say this: We want
to bring forth loving-kindness, which frees the heart—
bring it forth, increase it, develop it, appropriate it, exercise
it, obtain 1t, and use 1t properly.!?

These examples are enough to show that maitri is not, like
ahimsa, entirely negative. It is not simply a case of suppressing
hatred like any other passion or desire; not simply a case of
not doing or wishing evil to anyone.’® We shall see later what
there is of truth behind this error. What seems to favour 1t, at
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first sight, is the negative vocabulary which has always been so
dear to Buddhism, and its habit of expressing man’s principal
moral duties in a negative way. The five great commandments
will be remembered: not to kill, not to steal, not to lie, not to
give way to debauchery, not to get drunk. In Buddhism perhaps
more than in any other religion sin has been compared to a
defilement, and virtue conceived of as a quality—purity—
which in itself seems merely negative.!® Buddhist scholars
are not afraid to define morality (sila) as ‘““the cessation and
non-repetition of sin”’.2% Nevertheless, this explanation is not
quite satisfactory, as even a critic as severe as Fr. Allo recog-
nises: ** The loving-kindness preached by Buddhism 1s, despite
what 1s so often said, strictly positive.’” 21

It 1s all the more so as it does not find its fulfilment merely
in any inward feeling, but has to be translated into action.
Maitr1 1s not genuine if it does not lead to dana (giving).
‘This 1s already made clear in the Little Vehicle. ‘“The
good man seeks his own good and that of others.” And all
the charitable actions which legend attributes to the Buddha,
either during his final existence on earth or, more particu-
larly, during his earlier lives, both human and animal, help
to build up his disciple’s ideal. One can choose examples at
will from the rich storehouse of the Jatakas—usually simply
Buddhist versions of stories dating from a much earlier
period.

““India,” writes de la Vallée-Pouss:n, “imagined the saint as
a kind of penitent-scholar-mystic; but it had also conceived
of a gentler and more humane kind of sanctity, whose heroes
naturally tended to be animals. It told the story of the stag
that laid its head on the sacrificial stone to save one of its
hinds, of the monkey that made its body into a bridge, of the
elephant that tore out its tusk to give it to the avaricious
huntsman, of the good bear and the ungrateful man. To these
noble animals 1t added a number of princes: Vessantara, who
gave away his wife and children; Sibi, who saved a dove by
feeding a vulture with his own flesh. All these moving tales of
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heroism crystallised round the figure of Sakyamuni. It was he
who was believed to have been the hare, the monkey, the bear
and the Sibi of the old legends.”’22 Here we need only quote
two of these stories: the one about the good stag, and the one
about the king who gave his flesh to save a dove. Each was
formerly commemorated by a stupa, erected near others on
which were inscribed the most important events in the life of
Sakyamuni.

A fire broke out one day on a barren plain situated in the
heart of a vast forest. ‘““The birds and beasts were reduced to a
state of great distress. In front of them was a rapidly flowing
river which brought them all to a halt. Maddened by the
raging fire, they began throwing themselves into the water to
their death. The stag, moved by pity, advanced into the
torrent, and though 1t tore open his skin and shattered his
bones, he did all he could to save them from drowning. The
last to arrive was a lame hare, and the stag, triumphing over
exhaustion and pain, had just enough energy to get it to the
other side. But his strength had gone; he collapsed in the
water and died. The gods collected his bones and erected a
stupa to him.”

A no less moving sacrifice was performed by the king of
the Sibis—who was also, one day, after a series of reincarnations,
to become the Buddha Sakyamuni. 23 This i1s one of the scenes
most frequently portrayed in Buddhist art.2* The god Indra
had decided to test the king. ‘““He took the form of a hawk
pursuing a dove, or rather another god disguised as a dove,
‘a dove with plumage as blue as the firmament and eyes like
red pearls’. To escape from the hawk, the dove took refuge
in the bosom of the king, but the hawk, asserting its own right
to live, demanded 1ts prey or an equal amount of living flesh
in exchange. The king, with an act of great sacrifice, cut the
flesh from his own legs. But, miraculously, the scale in which
the dove had been placed continued to weigh heavier than the
flesh which was to purchase its ransom; so that in the end the
king had to put his whole body in the scale tn cave the hird
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Then Indra revealed his identity ’—and proclaimed the future
reincarnation, 2°

This ideal, which was kept constantly in the minds of the
faithful by memories and legends about the Buddha, reached
its full flowering in the Mahayana, in which loving-kindness
takes on an increasingly active significance, manifested in the
care of the sick,2® by charitable institutions and by a fully
developed missionary apostolate. The practice of medicine,
which the monks were forbidden by the Little Vehicle, is
allowed by the Great Vehicle as a means of serving one’s
neighbour. In certain districts, Buddhist monasteries have
engaged in works of charity—though their activity in this
domain is not to be compared with that of Christian monas-
teries?’—and at the present day a considerable number of
them are making great efforts to organise social work. Asoka,
not satisied with ‘‘gentleness towards all creatures”, had
“wells dug and medicinal herbs planted for men and animals”’;
he made ‘““distributions to Brahmans and Shamans” and ““the
aged”; he freed prisoners; and he instituted “Officers of the
Law” to watch over the administration of his alms.?8 The
“Memoirs” of Huian Tsang explain in detail the kind of
charity to which the Buddhist faith inspired the Emperor
Harsha, the last Emperor of independent India i1n the seventh
century of the Christian era (A.n. 606-647). ‘““His rule,”
says Huilan Tsang, ‘““was one of justice and humanity . . . he
forgot to eat and drink in his zeal to perform good works . . . in
the towns, in the villages, at the meetings of the roads and at
cross-roads, he had relief-huts built where food, drink and
medical supplies were stored, to be given free to travellers and
the poor.2? ‘““The Lotus of the Good Law’ mentions similar
kinds of activity. When in Chapter XV1 it refers to those “*who
give to the religious brotherhoods household goods and medical
supplies for the sick”, 1t 1s simply restating one of the means
employed from the very beginning by the upasakas in succour-
ing the bhikshus. But in the first chapter the perspective is a
wider one:
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I see iIn many lands all the Bodhisattvas, equal in number
to the sands of the Ganges.
Some are distributing alms—gold and silver and precious
stones and coral; slaves, both male and female; horses, sheep
. with joy in their hearts they are offering four-horse
carriages decorated with balconies, flags, flowers and
banners. Others are giving their sons, their wives, their
daughters; others, their own flesh, which they love so dearly;
others, their hands and feet . . . some are giving their head
or eyes or their whole body—a thing so dear to man! And
having distributed these alms, they then ask, calm in mind,
for the knowledge of the Tathagata.... Some there are who
distribute alms in the presence of the Jina, in the midst of
the Assembly; they give great quantities of food, drink, rice,
remedies. . . .30

Danaparamita—i.e. the perfection which consists in giving,
generosity—is thus defined in the Lieou tou tsi king, a collection
of sutras about the six Paramitas, translated into Chinese by
Seng-houer:

It means this: helping men and animals with acts of loving-
kindness; having compassion on the multitude who are in
error; rejoicing that the wise have achieved salvation;
protecting and helping all living beings; transcending the
boundaries of heaven and earth with a charity as wide as a
river and as large as the sea; performing acts of generosity to
all living beings; feeding the hungry; giving drink to the
thirsty; clothing those who are cold; refreshing those over-
come by the heat; being ready to help the sick; whether it be
carriages, horses, boats, equipment, or any kind of precious
material or famous jewel, or beloved or son or kingdom —
whatever 1t may be that you are asked to give, it means

giving it at once.3!

There 1s, moreover, a hierarchy of giving. Bodily assistance
is not enough if 1t 1s not accompanied by an effort to assist the
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mind. Beginning at the lowest level with gifts of material
goods, 32 charitable activity should aim at the ultimate deliver-
ance of all beings. This is clearly taught in the Samdhinirmo-
canasutra, or ‘‘the Sutra which unties knots”’—i.e. explains
mysteries:

What is a bad means (anupaya)? When by the practice
of the perfections the Bodhisattvas help others, but are
content to supply them with merely material aid, without
raising them from their misery or introducing them into
beatitude, then they are using a bad means.

Why? Because material help 1s not sufficient. Whether a
dunghill be large or small, it cannot possibly be made to
smell sweet by any means whatsoever. In the same way,
living beings are unhappy because of their acts, because of
their nature; it is impossible to make them happy by supply-
ing them with merely material aids. The best way of helping
them 1s to establish them 1n goodness. 33

Dana is not therefore a superficial altruism. Ifit must always
follow from maitri it must also be inspired more particularly by
karuna (compassion, pity). Little remains to be said about this;
it has already appeared several times in the passages which we
have quoted. It is at the root of the whole Buddhist law, which
derives from an intuition of universal suffering. In the funeral
oration, which according to the Story of the Compilation of the
Tripitaka Kassapa delivered on Sakyamuni soon after his death,
we read: ‘““He was compassionate; no living being was ever
hurt by him, for he was armed with mercy.”’3% According to
the canonical tradition Sakyamuni himself, once he had taken
the decision to preach the Law which he had discovered, said:

The Buddha who has attained to peace

Is not a good man

If he does not endeavour to bring the world over
to the other bank.3?
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And the Asokavadana, in its account of the pilgrimage under-
taken by the pious Emperor Asoka to Buddha Gaya, makes his
companion, the venerable Upagupta, say: “It was here that
the Blessed One put to flight the daughters of Mara, by taking
compassion as his ally.”’38 Again, the main part of the Sermon
of Benares ends with these words: ‘“ Come, monks, the Dharma
has been proclaimed. Be holy and put an end to suffering’; or:
“You have been freed: set out on your way therefore . . .
having compassion on all the world.””3? And the 7atakamala,
summarising the moral of all its stories, says: ‘“The Law
prescribes many different actions and carries a whole series of
prohibitions, but i1t can be summed up in one phrase—pity for
all creatures.”” The same thought is to be found in a number
of other passages, of which we need quote only one, from the
Prajnakaramata. The great Bodhisattva Avalokiteshvara is
addressing the Buddha. “‘l.ord,” he says to him, ‘““there is no
need to teach the Bodhisattvas a great number of rules. There
is one which includes them all. When a Bodhisattva is full of
Compassion he fulfils all the conditions required for Buddha-
hood—just as all the senses function in the person in whom life
Is active,”’ 38

No more than maitri 1s karuna (which specifies it) a purely
negative state of mind. Nevertheless, it would be a mistake to
Imagine 1t as a sentimental attachment or a violent emotion.
The man who knows may feel pity for those who do not know,
but the more purified his pity becomes, the less he is moved
by their sufferings; for, as we shall see later, the ultimate gain
1s an absolute indifference. It i1s a power which remains
serenc.3? However this may be, its place 1s so fundamental to
Buddhism that it has been said that Buddhism ‘‘discovered
the moral value of man through compassion and suffering’’.4°

These three independent virtues—maitri, dana and karuna—
were not absolutely new to India. As in a great many other
cases, the Buddha Sakyamuni was simply repeating here, in a
more popular and comprehensible form, teachings already
at least partly contained in the oldest Upanishads. In its fifth
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lesson the Brhad-Aranyaka-Upanishad describes ‘‘devas, men
and asuras’ undergoing their novitiate under the direction
of their father Prajapati:

When they had ended their novitiate the devas said:
“Speak, lord!” Then he uttered the syllable da and added,
“Do you understand?” ‘““We understand,” they replied.
“You mean ‘Overcome your passions (Damyata)’.”” ““That
is so,”” he replied, ““you understand.”

Then the men said to him: ‘“Speak, lord!” And he
uttered the same syllable, da, adding, *“Do you understand?”’
“We wunderstand,” they replied. ‘“You mean, °‘Give!
(Datta)’.” ““That is so,” he replied, ‘“‘you understand.”

Then the asuras said to him: ““Speak, lord!” To them
too he uttered the same syllable, da, adding, ‘Do you under-
stand?” ‘““We understand,” they replied. ““You mean, ‘Be
compassionate (Dayadhvam)’.”” “That is so,” he replied,
““you understand.”

This 1s what the voice of God says again and again when
it speaks in the thunder: da, da, da—that is to say, overcome
your passions, give, be compassionate. These are the three
rules which must be taught: self-mastery, almsgiving, pity. 4!

It is not surprising, therefore, that these virtues are already
to be found in the Little Vehicle. The Arhat does not simply
aim at self-mastery. No doubt his 1deal can be described as,
on the whole, egoistic or individualistic—though i1t seems
paradoxical to use such words to describe a doctrine whose
aim 1s ‘‘de-individualisation ”’—but altruism 1s by no means
absent from it. If each bhikshu pursues his own self-interest,
and in his immediate actions is concerned principally with
himself, the Sangha as a whole aims to diminish the number of
miseries in the world. The teaching of the First Sermon was
never forgotten completely42—the teaching of the first person
‘““to seek mental concentration and absolute wisdom with the
aim of saving all beings”.43
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Nevertheless, this charitable aspect was to be developed and
deepened, above all, in the Great Vehicle, in which concern
for the salvation of others is so predominant that Milarepa, the
famous poet and mystic of Tibet, could write in his ““Spiritual
Testament :

The person who only thinks of his own salvation harvests
samsara.

The person who does not distribute what he has gathered

Meditates in vain; he will remain without virtue. ¢4

In these words the joy of giving is exalted ; the words ““loving-
kindness” and ‘““pity” are no longer sufhicient. Like Asanga,
the great scholar of the Yogacara, we can here only speak of
compassionate tenderness. This ideal of the Great Vehicle
found wonderful artistic expression in the Indian paintings of
the great Bodhisattvas,4® often called ‘‘the Compassionate
Ones”.4% According” to this ideal, there is something better
than holiness—the sanctification of others; something to be
preferred to entry into nirvana—leading others towards it.
Even before Vasubandhu, under the influence of his brother
Asanga, went over to the Mahayana, he was proclaiming this
ideal on the basis of the canonical texts.* 7 Asanga and Santideva
sing pure hymns in praise of it. Here we reach the highest peak
of Buddhism—one of the highest peaks to which humanity
has attained.

The Bodhisattva [says Asanga], has the love of creatures
in his very bones, as one loves an only son. As a dove cherishes
its little ones and will not move until it has hatched them
out, so the Compassionate One loves the creatures, his
children. . ..

The world is not able to bear its own misery. How much
less then can it endure the misery of the mass of others!
The Bodhisattva is the opposite of this; he 1s able to bear the
misery of the whole mass of living creatures, of all who are
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in the world. His tenderness towards creatures 1s the
highest miracle in the universe; or rather no miracle at all,
since he is identical with others, and creatures are like
himself to him. . ..

At every moment, and for every creature, the Bodhisattva
would like to create as many worlds as there are sands in
the Ganges, each filled with the seven jewels. For his long-
ing to give is insatiable, and he finds more happiness in
giving than the others do in receiving. He looks upon the
creatures whom he serves as more beneficent than himself,
saying that they are the creation of the All-Perfect and
Unsurpassable Illumination. 48

Santideva 1s no less elevated and no less lyrical:

If the suffering of many i1s brought to an end by the
suffering of one, the one should {oster this suffering in himself
by means of compassion. . . . The Bodhisattvas, finding
their joy in smoothing away the sorrows of others, descend
into hell as swans swoop into a clump of lotus flowers. The
deliverance of creatures 1s for them an ocean of joy drowning
everything else: what is the value of a half-hearted deliver-
ance? ... Have one passion only: the good of others. ... All
who are unhappy, are unhappy from having sought their
own happiness. All who are happy, are happy from having
sought the happiness of others. . . . You must exchange
your well-being for the miseries of others. 4?

Such altruism has to be made effective in opera et veritate:
“It 1s through actions that I shall proclaim the Law. What is
the use of simply repeating the words? What good would an
invalid get merely from reading a book on medicine?’5° It is
aware of its conditions, the most fundamental being the sub-
jugation of pride: ‘“ There 1s someone doing a humiliating job;
why should he, when I am there? If 1t 1s pride which prevents
me from taking his place, may my pride perish!”’ 5! It is also
aware of its two essential characteristics, universality and
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disinterestedness. The first of these is mentioned again and
again in the passages we have quoted,®? and it 1s fully recog-
nised In every other branch of Buddhism too. Even in the
Sutta-Nipata, for instance, it was written: ‘‘Cultivate an un-
limited loving-kindness towards the whole world—to those
above, below and on all sides of you; free from hatred, enmity
and rivalry.”’ 33 As for disinterestedness, this is clearly indicated
in the definition which Santideva gives of maitri: ““A desire, a
need, a hunger for the happiness of others, a love [sueka]
which remains untainted by either personal pleasure or the
hope of return.”’%* How this would have delighted Spinoza
or his disciple Léon Brunschvicg!®® Finally, this altruism 1s
equally clear as to the method which will enable 1t to take the
place of egoism. Just as the bhikshu, as we have seen, practised
loving-kindness in his solitary meditations, so the person who
has entered on the ‘“path to Buddha-hood” aims to develop a
more radical state of mind by means of two mental processes:
the identification of Himself with others, and the substitution
of his own ego for that of others. This 1s explained, again by
Santideva, in Chapter VIII of the Bodhicaryavatara:

First, reflect deeply on the likeness which exists between
yourself and others. ‘‘Since all have the same pains and
the same joys as I have, I should care for them as I care for
myself.,”” The body, despite the differences between its
various members, 1s looked after as a single thing: 1t should
be the same with the world, in which different beings have
their joys and sorrows in common. . . .

Reflecting on the fact that you are yourself full of faults
and that others are brimming over with good qualities, you
will endeavour to throw oft your own personality and adopt
that of others.

You are interested in your various members as parts of
your own body: why not in men as parts of humanity?

The person who wants to save himself must practise the
great secret: put himself in the place of others. 58
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Then: “O wonder! however impassive they may be 1n
the face of even the greatest of their own sufferings, the Bod-
hisattvas, full of compassion, are moved by the miseries of
others, however small these may be.”” 57

Faced with the evidence of these passages, which in some
cases sound so like our own, is it then possible to speak of Bud-
hist charity, exactly as one speaks of Christian charity? Do
Buddhist charity and Christian charity exist on the same level?

““ Charity >’ was in fact the word chosen to translate “maitri”
by Burnouf, the scholar who did so much to introduce the study
of Buddhism into the West.

He thus justified his use of the word: ““1 have no he51tat1on
in using ‘charity’ to translate maitri, for this means, not friend-
ship, or the particular feeling of affection which a man may
have for one or for several of his fellows, but a universal feeling
which fills him with loving-kindness towards men and In
general makes him always ready to help them. This. .. one of
the characteristic features of Buddhist morality, 1s the virtue
which seems to me to be signified by the word maitri. . . .”’58
The Buddhist moralist Edmond Laboulaye echoes Burnout.
“All the virtues,” he says, ‘“have their source in maitri, and
this word can only be translated as ‘charity’ or ‘love’.””5?
Alfred de Vigny, meditating on the Buddha in 1862, wrote in
his diary: ““Charity is the essence of his religion.” Much more
recently Fr. Léon Wieger expressed the same opinion.¢°
Taine, %! Renan and many others maintained that Buddhism,
like Christianity, is a “‘religion of charlty” Amiel also uses
the word in his Journal.¢2 In the opinion of Renouvier, “the
sovereign rule of Buddhism” is ““a law of absolute love, absolute
charity . . . exactly like the law of the Gospel” ¢3—and this,
coming from Renouvier, does not by any means signify un-
qualified approval. In both, he says, the lessons of love ‘“‘have
their source in the same feeling” 64 For Léon de Rosny
“Buddhism, like Christianity, i1s essentially a law of love”. 63
The German, Pischel, tried to prove this in detail; it was he
who first drew attention to the beautiful passage in the ltiwuttaka
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quoted above. At the end of his enquiry he found the *‘cardinal
virtue’’ of Buddhism identical with the ‘““‘cardinal virtue” of
Christianity.¢® More recently, Henri Brocher could discover
only a single point of diflerence between the two, a difference
which had often been noted before: in the Christian religion,
he wrote, charity remains ‘“within the limits of reason and 1s
restricted to man’’, whilst in Buddhism 1t 1s “extended to all
the beings in creation and is absolutely unlimited . 87

This opinion is not shared by everybody, however. We have
only to remember those who, like Lehmann, can see only the
negative side of the Buddhist rules and reduce them all, in
practice, to ahimsa. Others, like Oldenberg—who was fol-
lowed for a time by Foucher—maintain that Buddhist charity
1s ‘‘essentially egoistic and entirely occupied with personal
salvation”, that it ““ends 1n itself and bears no resemblance
at all to the overflowing altruism 1magined by Taine”.¢® This
judgment, it 1s true, is due to their having based their entire
study of Buddhism on Hinayanist books. But such i1s Keith’s
conclusion too. And however it may appear at first sight, we
believe it to be nearer the truth than the view held by Burnouf
and his followers. It was inevitable that, in the decades 1m-
mediately following the scientific discovery of Buddhism in the
last century, people should have been particularly sensitive to
the analogies—which seemed at first sight so obvious—between
the two great religions of the East and West. Even the up-
holders of Christianity were sometimes inclined to see illusory
similarities between the two. But a fuller investigation of the
sources, and a more patient analysis of the facts, were to bring
out increasingly the essential characteristics of each—and
hence their differences. In point of fact, the identification of
Buddhism and Christianity made by Renouvier and more
recent authors frequently arises from a misunderstanding of
the exact nature of Christian charity.®® Whatever may be the
truth about the use of the word ‘““charity” as a translation of
maitri or any other Buddhist word, in my opinion the identifica-
tion of Buddhist charity with Christian charity even when
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made with certain reservations, can only take place through
misunderstanding, or, at least, a serious lack of analysis.
Buddhism, even in its highest and most admirable forms, 1s
entirely different in inspiration from Christianity. It corre-
sponds to a different idea. It has a different place, in a difterent
scheme of salvation. By making a comparison, only slightly
exaggerated, between the two, we may manage to bring out
into the full light of day the utterly different spirit informing
the two religions.

Before we proceed to our final considerations, however,
three preliminary observations seem to be called {or.

In the first place, though there is every reason to believe
that Sakyamuni himself—in so far as he can be discerned
behind the mass of legend that grew up about him so long after
his death—was a gentle, compassionate soul, full of loving-
kindness and good works, it nevertheless remains true that the
ideal of charity which developed in Buddhism grew out of
beliefs which had absolutely no historical foundation at all.
The Buddha, as he began to be depicted in his earlier existences,
and the Bodhisattvas, are purely legendary creatures. All the
books in which the miraculous stories about them occur—
Pali and Sanskrit, Hinayanist and Mahayanist—are equally
fictitious. ‘It would be astonishing,’”” says Paul Oltramare,
‘““to find that it had never occurred to Buddhist writers to
draw their examples from the actual life of the day, if 1t was not
clear that their chief interest lay far more in the glorification of
their great saints than in any description of morality in
action.” 79

Now—and this 1s the second point—this legendary character
makes the ideal itself somewhat unreal and fantastic. The deeds
which are related are often ridiculously far-fetched. Most of
the stories are childish; taken as a whole, they contain more
pathos than instruction.?? India has been described as ““more
Greek than the Greeks” and Buddhist legend certainly
justifies this description, for it is always tending to relapse into
the monotonous, rather ridiculous hyperbole that seems to

32



BUDDHIST CHARITY

come so naturally to the trained mind and which so often
makes it boring and tasteless.”’? It is capable of a kind of
humanism that can be very delicate, but the Indian imagination
has been allowed to spread itself far too freely in 1t. And 1t 1s
entirely a case of imagination—the imagination which seeks
to ‘““improve upon nature’’; but the world which it creates 1s
no more than a dream-world. ‘“One cannot help smiling at the
Buddha’s efforts to convert serpents, birds, vampires, harpies
and all the other fantastic creatures” imagined by India.?3 His
way of becoming all things to all creatures may be admirable
as a charming piece of invention, but it is not very moving.
For example, ‘“when he was crossing a burning desert, millions
of devas and spirits came rushing up to him to spread umbrellas
over his head. He thereupon multiplied himself into as many
little Buddhas as there were umbrellas, so that each spirit
should have the satisfaction of believing that its pious offer had
been accepted. One day he was faced by an impassable river.
The good spirits immnrediately built him a number of bridges
across it. The Blessed One multiplied himself according to the
number of hridges, and each spirit imagined that he had passed
over its own and nobody else’s”. 74

No less childish and lacking in human depth—though 1t
contains more pathos—is the legend of Visvantara, the young
prince who had a passion for charity. This famous legend was
transferred to the theatre and became the most popular of the
Tibetan ‘““mysteries’’.7® Visvantara ‘“owned a white elephant,
which had the magic gift of being able to cause rain. A neigh-
bouring king, whose country was suffering from drought, asked
to be given the animal, and this Visvantara did. The citizens
were furious and demanded that he should be punished, and
for his excess of charity the young prince was obliged to go into
exile, accompanied by his wife Madri, who was determined to
share his fate, and their two children. As they went on their
way two Brahmans asked him for his carriage-horses, so he
gave them to them; then a third came along and asked for the
carriage itself, and he gave this away too. Finally after endless
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sufferings, the poor family arrived at the forest in which they
had decided to make their home: they were to live in a hut,
feeding on roots and wild fruit. The trees, moved by com-
passion, inclined their branches of their own accord and
offered their fruit to the two little boys. But another Brahman
came along and asked the father to give him the two children
as servants. Although the children were both terrified, and he
himself heartbroken, the prince gave them to him. Finally the
god Indra came along disguised as an ascetic and asked for
the wife as a slave, and Visvantara gave her away too™.7®
In the end, of course, Indra reveals his identity and the martyr
to charity recovers his family and his goods. As will be realised,
this can be very moving, both on the stage and as a story. But,
says Oltramare, ‘‘ Edification gains nothing from the exaggera-
tions in the legend, which ends by making the most moving
1llustrations of the doctrine ridiculous”.?? Refraining from
any more serious charge, we shall do well to keep this criticism
in mind.?#®

The third point is this: on account of these very excesses the
1deal forged by the Buddhist imagination ultimately becomes
unrealisable. Even as early as the 7afaka we find the being
who 1s one day to be the Buddha Sakyamuni getting himself
eaten by a tigress because she was so hungry that she was about
to commit the colossal sin of devouring her own little ones. At
another time, as a hare, he roasts himself to help a starving
Brahman. There are many more stories of this kind. ““This is
all very fine, of course,”” remarks Fr. Allo,7® ““and no doubt we
should not rise to such heights ourselves, but all the same these
deeds seem to be chosen 1n such a way that it would be very
unlikely for anyone to find himself in the position of having
to imitate them.” Furthermore, ‘“this love of the colossal, and
the passion for outbidding each other”, passed from the
1llustrations into the rules themselves: nowhere is this more
cvident than in the Mahayanist teaching about the Paramitas,
where it spoils the sublime 1deal that was emerging. ‘It is not
sufficient for a Bodhisattva to be charitable, virtuous, patient
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and so on; he has to have an ‘insatiable’, or ‘colossal’ capacity
for charity, virtue, patience. To each creature he longs to give
persons ‘as numerous as the sands of the Ganges’, and give
them away every moment, for periods of time “as numerous as
the sands of the Ganges’, and so on.”’8° By the ordinary law
a Bodhisattva must not eat without giving part of his food to the
destitute. This rule appears to have been too lenient for the
author of the Ratnarasi, for he tells the Bodhisattva to think of
the bacteria in his body and say to himself: “ Inside me there
are eighty thousand legions of microbes. May they comfort
themselves with this food! At the moment I am prowviding for
their needs with meat; when I have attained to Illumination,
I shall provide them with Dharma.” 8!

If, in the event, a real Bodhisattva happens to be involved,
he will have no difficulty in fulfilling the most colossal vows,
for the most miraculous achievements will be no more than
ordinary exerciscs for him:

The Bodhisattva of the Body of the Law can transform
himself in a twinkling into innumerable bodies and so
render homage to the Buddhas of the ten districts; in a
twinkling he can create immense riches and give them to
other beings; harmonising sounds high, medium and low,
he can in a twinkling preach the Law to all; and the Bod-
hisattva continues these exercises until he 1s seated under the
tree of Illumination. It is by this kind of exercise that the
Bodhisattva of the Body of the Law practises the perfection
of the virtue of giving [danaparamitaparipini].8?

Faced with examples, rules, phantasmagoria like these, how
can one ever rise to such heights in actual practice? For the
modest Bodhisattva of flesh and flood only one method re-
mained —that of symbolism.83 All the actions of everyday life,
even the easiest and most common—opening or shutting a door,
sitting down, getting up, lying down, washing one’s hands,
rinsing one’s mouth—acquire an immense value 1f they are
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performed with a view to the good ‘‘of all beings’. Santideva,
for example, says: ‘““The thought of sacrificing all one possesses
—and even the fruit of one’s sacrifice—to all beings, 1s the
perfection of charity. Charity is therefore entirely of the mind.”
This is pushing the moral aspect of intention a bit far. And
such perfection is, moreover, ensured by a very simple kind of
practice: the practice of parinamana or the ‘“‘reverse eftect”
(Chavannes): ‘““All the different good deeds which have been
performed according to the three kinds of behaviour (by the
body, by speech and by thought), and even all kinds of merit,
such as those which come from repentance or exhortation or
request or rejoicing in company, can return as benefits to the
whole multitude of beings of the Dharmadatu, so that together
they may have an intuition of Bodhi.”’#4 Thus, at the end of his
learned Treatise on the Demonstration of the Act, Vasubandhu
declares: “‘1 wish to use my own merit to help others: may they
all attain to the pure mind!”’85 No doubt this is an excellent
practice, based on a principle similar to that underlying
what we call the ““treasury of merit”’, but it i1s a practice which
can be made use of to avoid many kinds of heroism and even
many duties. Finally, is there any more reality in the vow
made by the Bodhisattva to be born again into ““evil destinies”,
and even into the great hell of Avici, in order to draw sinners
out of 1t?88 This 1s certainly an heroic vow—all the more so as,
according to at least one of the schools of the Great Vehicle,
the day will never come when there 1s no great Avici, and no
sinners. . . .87 But the zeal which inspires such a vow is so
great that, for the person who has determined upon it, the
descent into Avici will be *‘like a walk in a pleasure garden .88
There 1s no point in really trying to discover whether such zeal
will do away with sorrow, or if it will simply enable joy to be
found 1n suffering; in point of fact, it is highly unlikely that
our Bodhisattva will ever arrive in any place that is to be feared,
for his determination never to enter into nirvana whilst there
are any sinners left to be liberated does not prevent him from
having been in ‘‘the nirvana which is not entered”’ ever since
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the day on which he first became aware of this. And can the
great Avici into which he intends to descend really be entered
when he has already descended into the ‘‘nirvana which is not
entered ’?

Buddhism, it has been said, looks upon existence as a dream.
It 1s certainly true that even at its best Buddhism is far too like a
dream itself. ‘“And the Word became flesh” 1s something no
Buddhist will ever say. Compared with these lofty flights of
imagination, which in practice are so utterly incapable of
ensuring any consistent line of action, Our Lord’s words may
seem simple and even ordinary; but there i1s a firmly based
historical authenticity in *‘ Greater love hath no man than this,
that a man lay down his life for his friends”, and in dying on
the Cross!

But we have not yet reached the heart of the matter. The
essential thing, the thing that puts a gulf between Buddhist
charity and Christian’charity, is that in Christianity the neigh-
bour is loved for himself. In Buddhisi this is impossible. It is
true that in both religions charity consists, at least in its early
stages, in loving the other for himself; but since in Buddhism
the ego is entirely illusory, or exists only to be destroyed, it can
hardly be loved for itself. How, then, can anyonc else’s ego
really be loved? Since it 1s not taken seriously, another’s
personality can never be the object of any serious love. ‘‘The
insignificance of the individual is for the Buddhist a fundamen-
tal axiom, like the infinite value of the human soul for thc
Christian.” This remark 1s made by Keyserling®? in support
of a hostile point of view, to the detriment of *‘ the active love”
of the Christian. It nevertheless states a truth, and one of
capital importance. For this 1s why the loving-kindness of
Buddhism, even when it manifests itself as tenderness towards
creatures, is not properly translated by our word ‘““charity”’.
With certain reservations which we shall explain later, it

remains essentially ‘‘pity” or ““compassion”. It 1s not, nor
can it be, directed towards any being in himself, but only to his
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moral or physical sufferings. Now this could never be said of
Christian charity, for this ‘“‘never simply goes from rich to
poor or from strong to weak or from the wise to the ignorant.
It does not, in itself, assume any blemish or lack in the person
receiving it .20 It is quite true that in its highest manifestation
on earth it appears as an immense compassion for the dis-
inherited and an utter devotion to them; nevertheless, the
condition always holds that in the very way In which it is
exercised this devotion must proclaim the essential nobility of
every human being and the essential unity of the whole human
family. Not that pity is to be excluded!®! For a Christian,
pity is ““‘one of the overtones sounded by true love when struck
with unhappiness”, but it is not for all that the essence or the
source of love. ‘‘Pity must grow from love; love cannot grow
from pity”’;°? in the admirable words of St. Augustine, ““Do
away with unhappiness, and there will be no further need
for works of mercy. Will the fire of love be extinguished
then? 93

Now Buddhist tenderness, even when manifested 1n action,
even at its most sublime, never rises above pity. And if it often
appears as true human tenderness, this 1s in spite of 1ts doctrine.
For the individual counts for little in Buddhism—so little, that
this pity is declared to be all the more perfect, the more it
becomes abstract and generalised; in other words, the less
human it becomes. It is more concerned with suffering in
general than with each suffering being i1n particular. “‘Put
an end to sorrow”’, Sakyamuni used to say to his disciples; and
this sorrow 1is the evil of existence itself—Ilet us say, not to
prejudge the issue, physical existence, at least—with all the
evils arising from it; rather than the private griefs of the
suffering ‘“aggregates” of humanity. On this point there is no
difference whatsoever between the two Vehicles. It 1s thus,
for instance, that Santideva understands the matter: *‘I must,”’
he says, ‘““fight against the unhappiness of others as I do
against my own, because it i1s unhappiness. ... There 1s no
subject to experience the unhappiness: who then can have
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his own? All kinds of unhappiness without distinction are
impersonal: they must be fought against as unhappiness. Why
these restrictions? ”’?4 This is an idealist expression of a theme
found throughout Buddhism. Such an argument, whilst its
aim 1s to uproot the egoism in man and make him fight against
the evil that afflicts others as well as that which afflicts himself,
at the same time prevents any genuine concern for the sufterings
of others. The being who suffers no more exists than the being
who behaves wickedly or insultingly; and the thing that allows
a man to remain calm under insults, without there being
anything even to forgive, also enables him to exercise pity
without being moved by any kind of misery whatever.??

This is the only conception of Buddhist pity which can be
reconciled with the contemplative ideal professed by both the
Mahayana and the Hinayana. For the difhculty appears at
once: in the fully formed Bodhisattva, is not solicitude for
others incompatible with that state of serenity or ‘‘impassive
quietude” which constitutes the fourth degree of dhyana and
in which he should be ecntrenched? To this Kumarajiva replics:
‘““No, there 1s no incompatibility between these two things; for
the person who desires the good of others does not envisage
them 1n the concrete but in the abstract. He looks upon them,
in fact, as a mirage or a dream, or the reflection of the moon in
water, or the froth on the waves, or the echo of a sound, or
the wake left by the flight of a bird. . . .""?8

Some Western historians make a mistake here. Seeing quite
clearly that Buddhist pity does not end with mere individuals
and is not to be confused with any kind of facile sentimentality,
they are inclined to take its generalised character as a sign of
universality, forgetting that general and universal are as
different as abstract and concrete. Some of these writers do
at least realise that Christian charity i1s universal, and in their
determination to glorify Buddhist pity they equate the two
things; others, sharing the same error, see that Christian charity
is directed towards human beings 1n all their particularity and
conclude from this that it cannot be universal. And so they
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contrast the two things; and when they contemplate the meta-
physical heights in which Buddhist pity sits enthroned,?? they
find Christian charity much inferior. The mistake which 1s
involved here will be realised more clearly when it 1s seen to
what degree Buddhism can push abstraction in this domain 1n
the Mahayanist theory of the three sorts of pity; for according
to this theory it is not sufficient for pity to be general, 1t must
end by being “empty”.

The first sort of pity has as its object the beings who sufter;
it 1s sattvalambana karuna—the ordinary, inferior kind of pity,
tainted by the vulgar error of believing in the reality of living
beings. The second sort, which is higher, has as its object pain-
ful sensations in themselves; this 1s dharmalambana karuna, and
the person who experiences it knows that beings do not exist,
but only their Dharma.®8 But this is still only an approximation
to true knowledge, for the painful sensations do not exist in or
by themselves; and so this second sort of pity still involves
avidya (nescience). There must therefore be a third kind of
pity—pure pity, the pity which has no object: analambana
karuna. A virtue is all the higher, the more 1t 1s 1n this sense
pure. Perfect, ideal pity—‘‘the great pity”’—will therefore
arise, not from the love of creatures nor to put an end to suffer-
ing, but quite gratuitously, from the love of pity itself.?® And,
at this highest level, just as it i1s no longer directed towards any
living being or any reality, so it is not the possession of any
particular person. ‘‘For the Mahavanist thinker, karuna is
universal but never anthropomorphic.”’1%® Only on this
condition can the giving which it inspires be “pure”. Even
a person who sacrificed himself for all living beings in general,
in a spirit of complete disinterestedness, would still only be
performing a ‘““worldly” action which could not lead him to the
desired end, if he still believed in the real existence of the people
for whom he was sacrificing himself or if he believed in his own
existence. But if he knows that there is ‘““no person who gives,
nothing given, no person who receives the gift”’, then his gift
““1nvolves no renunciation’. He is at last pure and perfect. 101
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From this derive two further characteristics of Buddhist
charity which finally serve to differentiate it from Christian
charity. In the first place, it is a provisional virtue, not an
absolute value; a means, not an end. And consequently the
teaching which centres round it is an exoteric teaching which
ultimately bears no reference to anything whatsoever.

It 1s a provisional virtue; in other words, 1t 1s still part of
what Buddhists call ‘““the mundane order”. Not in terms of
this virtue can the Supreme Being—or non-Being—be defined,
nor can such a virtue enter into any account of man’s last end.
Here, as everywhere else in Buddhism, the absence of a real
God, a living God, a God of charity, makes 1itself felt most
painfully. For the Christian the commandment to love God is
founded upon God’s love for man, and this love of God for man
expresses the very Being of God: Deus est Caritas. And the
second commandment, the love of one’s neighbour, 1s based on
the first; it 1s like unto the first. For man was made in the
image of God. But the first commandment, being based on
God Himself] is eternal: it not only describes the way, it also
suggests the end; besides being rule and means, it is object and
reward. The same 1s true of the second commandment, which
1s like unto the first. Because of the divine image which lies at
the heart of his being, in fact, every man, shares in the eternity
of God. This resemblance lies at the root of his distinctive
nature, and forms the fundamental solidity of his being.!°2
Solidabor in Te, Deus meus.'°3 Life eternal, therefore, will still
demand the love of the neighbour, as it involves the love of God,
for ever. Faith and hope will pass away, and give place to sight
and possession, but charity will not pass away. 194

Now there 1s nothing of this in Buddhism. Since in the depths
of his being there i1s no ontological solhdity deriving from a
Creator; since he is nothing but a mass of component parts,
with no inner unity, therefore there is nothing in the human
being that can call for, or make possible, any ultimate love, 95
Altruism of any kind, whatever 1its tinge, and however ardent
it may be, can only be a procedure for getting rid of desire.
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To adopt a rather crude but expressive metaphor, *“ the purpose
of a purge 1s evacuation, but it must also be evacuated itself, or
else it will do more harm than good™.1°¢ Buddhist charity is
such a purge; that is to say, 1t is part of the technique of detach-
ment. This is obviously true as regards the simple maitri of the
Little Vehicle. It is also true for dana and karuna, as found 1n
both the Little and the Great Vehicles. Max Scheler saw this
clearly: “If Buddha accords any positive value to love, this
1s entirely because 1t means a ‘redemption of the heart’, not
because it 1s a source of positive inspiration; and also because,
whilst 1t has the ‘1ncidental’ effect of causing acts of charity and
kindness, 1t supplies a technique which allows man to trans-
cend his individual, self-enclosed ego and to liberate himself,
at the very highest level of absorption, from his individuality
and his personality in general. What Buddha considers
valuable 1n love and 1n the techniques which derive from it,
1s the fact that it affords a starting-point, not that it leads to a
particular end. In other words, the only thing he values in love
is the detachment from self which it demands, the negation of
self, the abandonment of self: these being conditions for which
all other modes of being simply supply model ‘pretexts’.”’107
One must also agree with Scheler that even the most ardent
Mahayanist altruism 1is still, despite its appearance, ‘‘indivi-
dualistic, indeed solipsist, because it derives its meaning, not
from the eflorts made by the lover to raise and strengthen the
value of the beloved, but [from the efforts] at annihilation, at
the suppression of the reality and mode of being of the lover”.
Marcel Granet hardly exaggerates therefore when he says that
Buddhist charity consists in “freeing oneself from all the worldly
vanities which are opposed to one’s salvation and passing them
on to others”!%8—which hardly means doing others a good
service. The young prince Visvantara, the future Buddha
Sakyamuni, certainly freed himself from fearful worldly ties
when he abandoned, 1n turn, his goods, his children and his
wife to the people who wanted them; but one pities those he

benefited.
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Charity is not the only virtue which helps to annihilate desire

through the ‘““extinction” of the ego, but its utilitarian and
provisional character is emphasised by the place assigned to it
in the list of Paramitas or Perfections. Mahayanist scholasticism
includes six Paramitas, ‘‘summarizing the whole of the Great

Vehicle”: dana (giving), ciba (morality), ksanti (patience),

virya (energy), samadhi (ecstasy), prajna (wisdom). The order

is significant. This is how Asanga comments on 1t:199

The Bodhisattva begins by working for others, by means of
the first three Paramitas: by giving—i.e. performing acts of
generosity; by morality—doing no evil; by patience—being

tolerant. Then he works for himself by means of the next
three Paramitas: from the foundation of Energy he directs
his thought towards Ecstasy and finds deliverance through
Wisdom . ..

The six Paramitas are enunciated in this order because
it is in this order that they lead to one another, becoming
higher and higher and more and more refined . ..

It is in this order that they lead to each other: having no
concern for any kind of fortune, the Bodhisattva embarks
upon morality, and so on. It i1s in this order that they get
higher and higher: morality 1s higher than giving, and so on.
It is in this order that they grow more and more refined:
giving is, in fact, vulgar, and so on.

The Paramitas always appear 1n this order—in collections of
edifying stories like the Lieou tou tsi king of Seng-houel (d. 280)
translated by Edouard Chavannes,!!? in the early Cariya
Pitaka, a Pali collection of Jfatakas,’'' and again in the great
Treatise by Nagarjuna. I do not see, incidentally, how an
‘““hierarchic order” of the kind which Jean Thamar has tried
to establish can possibly be accepted ;!!? according to this, dana
would occupy the fourth place, immediately in front of dhyana
and prajna as ‘‘pre-eminently a mediating virtue”. Not that
this would in fact do anything to diminish the contrast which
has always been maintained between “giving " and “wisdom ™.
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Whether the giving be “mundane” or ‘““supramundane”, it is
no doubt a ‘“wonderful fruit loved by gods and men”’; to the
extent that it is practised, ‘‘the passions decrease”’, and hence i1t
embodies ‘‘the first condition of nirvana’., But in fact it is
never more than the most elementary and remote condition.
And Candrakirti 1s careful to tell us that dana, like the virtues
which come after it, is never a Paramita except in a relative
sense, the word Paramita only being properly used of prajna.113
No doubt it 1s true that Nagarjuna, like many others, shows us
Sakyamuni producing a thought of great loving-kindness
(mahamaitrisitta) for the benefit of those who are in error,
taking them by the hand of his great compassion and introduc-
ing them into the destiny of the Buddhas.114 But this by no
means reduces the significance of the fact I am insisting upon
here; for it 1s then specifically stated that this dual state of
mind is never to be confused with any human feeling, the person
who exercises 1t experiencing in fact ‘““no aversion or affection
for anyone’ ;115 and whereas Jesus Christ dies in a supreme
act of love, the greatest acts of charity which legend attributes
to the Buddha are not considered worthy to figure in his final
existence. 118

In the doctrine of the Yogacaras there is a dual theory which
can easily be misleading on this point. On the one hand, the
Yogacaras say that the Buddhas draw beings towards them-
selves, that they work to bring them to ‘““maturity” until they
are capable of attaining to Buddhahood themselves. They then
go on to say that the Buddhas, without waiting for this
“maturity” to be fully realised, provide beings with a fore-
taste of supreme felicity by appearing to them through their
sambhogakaya. But in fact neither of these theories has any
connection at all with the Christian God of charity.

The first 1dea reminds one rather of Aristotle’s unmoved and
unloving God, from whom all beings are suspended by desire.
Indeed, according to the explanation given by Asanga, ““The
Buddhas do not really say to each other, ‘Here is one who is
ready for me; here 1s one whom I have to help develop into
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maturity’; but it is the whole mass of beings, without any
supreme Operator, which moves forward towards perfect
maturity everywhere and in all places”. And, moreover, the
Buddhas themselves have no real being; they are simply aspects
of an impersonal and unsubstantial Buddhahood which absorbs
them all into one single Dharmakaya.!!'? As for the second
theory, this is the God of Spinoza or any other similar pantheist:
an Absolute which needs relative beings to arrive at any con-
sciousness of itself and whose manifestation to these relative
beings 1s never, therefore, the result of charity; for at the root of
charity lies, necessarily, independence. If the Buddhas are not
satisfied with the Dharmakaya in which they are united, if they
appear to the Bodhisattvas through the medium of their
sambhogakayas, it 1s because their own interests are involved.
““Neither the sun nor the moon, nor the surface of the water
which 1s like a mirror, nor the light, 1s conscious of itself, but
when three of these things are put in relation to each other,
then an i1mage 1s produced’ (Suvarna prabhasa sutra). ‘“What
does this mean,” Masson-Oursel comments, ‘“‘if not that the
Dharmakaya, symbolised by the sun or the moon, cannot take
any delight in 1itself unless it i1s reflected by beings relatively
but not absolutely different from itself—i.e. the Bodhisattvas,
represented here by the mass of water—and that the inter-
mediary uniting these two 1s sambhogakaya, which here appears
as the light—a metaphor all the more suitable as from one
point of view 1t really 1s a kind of meteor. Spinoza, discussing
a similar problem but using different concepts, likewise declared
that in the intellectual love of God, the love of man for God,
the love of God for man, and the love of God for Himself, are
one and the same thing.”’118 But in that case there can be no
question of any kind of charity.11?

At first sight it might still be thought that there is in Budd-
hism something analogous to the Christian love of one’s neigh-
bour, based on the love of God, and to the Christian doctrine
of man as a being made in the image of God. In the Bod-
hicaryavatara of Santideva appears the following:
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The creatures resemble the Buddhas in that they possess
a share of the virtues of a Buddha . ..

This tiny share is present in all creatures; 1t 1s because
of its presence that all creatures are to be honoured.2°

But this is only true in a relative sense, from a superficial
point of view and by a merely utilitarian practice. When 1t
comes to absolute truth, the Buddhas are unreal, and this sets a
stamp of unreality upon the love of the neighbour which 1s
founded upon their love.

This brings us to our final point. Buddhist charity, being
provisional and not final, and remaining a means extrinsic
to the end sought, vanishes inevitably when it is regarded from
the point of view of absolute truth. Its teaching will always,
therefore, be somewhat exoteric—if a doctrine about God was
involved, we should say somewhat anthropomorphic. Here
again it is in striking contrast to Christian charity. In His
highest revelation, God revealed Himself as Love, and the
learned doctors of Christianity have never been afraid to link
this love with the most human feelings, rather than allow the
realism of the revelation to be dimmed.'2! When we read the
Gospels we find that the rule of brotherly love 1s its highest
teaching: Christ insists on 1t at the end of His earthly life and
leaves it as a legacy to His friends. After His death all the
disciples insist on the supreme importance of this love; whilst
the mystical asceticism of the most detached monks who ever
lived was entirely subordinated to it.*22 Whereas if we open
the Buddhist scriptures, this is the sort of thing we come across—
in the story of Yasa, the young man of Benares who had grown
tired of a life of pleasure and gone and joined the school of

Buddha:

When Yasa was seated near him, the Blessed One im-
parted to him, step by step, the teaching: first he instructed
him in charity (dana), morality (sila), and the heavenly
rewards (svarga); then in the misery, vanity and defilement
of desire, and the happiness gained by renouncing it, 123
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And when, after meditating on these truths, Yasa has reached
the stage of being able to understand more, Sakyamuni imparts
to him ‘““the teaching which is special to the Buddhas”; and
this includes absolutely nothing at all, even in its earliest stages,
about charity.124

This characteristic of the Buddhist scriptures is emphasised
by all their writers. ‘*Generosity is preached to beginners,’
writes Aryadeva, 125 “vows to the semi-advanced, and the void
to the advanced.” Like Christ, in fact—and even more so—
““the Buddha preaches the Law according to the needs of
beings”’.'28 The principle of ‘““economy” thus occupies an
important place in Buddhist teaching, a place even more
important than i1t does 1n the Christian revelation.'?? But its
values are inverted.

The Bodhisattva, therefore, practises a dual kind of perfec-
tion: the perfection of giving and the perfection of knowledge
(Danaparamita and Prajnaparamita). These, as we have seen,
are the first and the last in the graduated series of Paramitas.
But the first is not only, as in the instruction given by the Buddha
himself, entirely subordinated to the last, which is the one and
only ‘““matrix of Buddhahood” (Tathagatagarbha); it 1s
absorbed 1nto 1t and disappears. For charity has no value
except from a purely relative point of view; it needs to be
supported by the ‘‘particular imagination which brings out
relative characteristics’’, as certain illnesses cause spots before
the eyes.!'?8 Even when it 1s purified, therefore, it rests upon
an 1llusion—an 1illusion in which, no doubt, there 1s no harm,
and even a great deal of use, but which must in the end be
dissipated to give place to the establishment of the Void and
the absolute indifference which results from this. In actual
fact, for the person who has attained to the perfection of
knowledge there 1s no kind of sympathy or antipathy left:
these are both ‘“‘disturbances’, which have been exorcised for
ever. ‘‘Good and evil, mother or prostitute, are in his eyes
identical.”” All the Dharma are equal and all are equally
empty, 129
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We shall not be surprised to find, therefore, that the classic
meditation ‘‘on the four sublime feelings ”’, as given for example
in the Mahasudassanasutta, rises from love and mounts by way of
pity and joy to serenity. Nor shall we be surprised to discover
Nagarjuna, the author of the Mahaprajnaparamitasastra, the
first great Summa of the Mahayana, declaring that ““without
Prajnaparamita, Danaparamita would be classed amongst the
perishable Dharma of the world, or”—and this is hardly less
contemptuous, coming from an apostle of the Great Vehicle—
‘“would simply end in the Parinirvana of the Arhats and the
Pratyeka Buddhas’ ;139 nor to find Asanga ending his famous
work, the Mahayanasutralamkara, with two chapters on Conduct
and Judgment, in which, after describing the Compassion of
Buddha, he praises the state of indifference in which the Buddha
1s finally installed, ‘‘without conflict, without need, without
disturbance’’ ;13! nor to come across a sudden change of tone
in the voice of Santideva, the greatest poet of Bodhisattvic
charity. The passages quoted above were taken from the first
songs of the Bodhicaryavatara, but in the ninth song, which 1is
dedicated to Wisdom, the voice of charity is silent and the
whole universe is denounced as an illusion. Charity was part
of the world of appearances; henceforward the Bodhisattva
will accustom himself to the only ““real” world, the universal
Void. “““The whole procession of virtues’ unfolded in the first
eight songs ‘has as its object Wisdom’, said the saint.” Wisdom
alone will put an end to sorrow. But to obtain Wisdom it must
first be understood that there are two truths—veiled truth, and
absolute truth; to which correspond two kinds of men—the
ordinary man and the contemplative. The Wisdom of the con-
templative is acquired by a subtle process of initiation into the
doctrine of the Void. Santideva discusses this, then he returns
briefly to the first stage, which he explains in the following words:

Just as the trunk of the banana tree, when it has disin-
tegrated iInto its various parts, no longer exists, so the Ego,
when studied critically, is recognised to be pure nothingness.
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If the individual does not exist, on what can compassion
be exercised? The individual is imagined by an 1illusion
which has been adopted because of the aim in view.
Whose aim, since the individual does not exist? It is true
that the effort derives from illusion, but as the aim is the
smoothing away of sorrow, therefore, though 1t 1s an illusion,
1t 18 not forbidden.13?2

When the time comes, however, we must learn to free our-
selves from this illusion: ““The destiny of beings is like a dream
Understand, my brothers, that everything 1s void, like
space.” 133
Just as, in its aspiration towards nirvana, Buddhism, in spite
of its negations, has sometimes had a presentiment of the true
God, so 1n its apostolic longings, of which there are so many
signs 1n the Mahayana, it has had a presentiment of true
Charity. We may say, in fact, that at its best Buddhist charity
resembles Christian charity as a dream resembles reality.134
The great Bodhisattvas of charity are like remotc, floating,
unreal prefigurings of the Christ, not creatures of flesh and
blood like the saints of the Church; but the mere fact of having
imagined them, even in dream, is far too profound and noble
an achievement not to be worthy of admiration. Meditating
in front of the ‘‘“fine Bodhisattva’ in the cave at Ajanta,
Philippe Stern observes that through the face there shines a
soul ‘““at once offered and withdrawn '—‘“infinite peace, cut
off from the world and its noise in a state of perfect recollection,
at one with itself and with charity, and with compassion for the
entire universe.”” The two extremes, of oftfering and withdrawal,
seem to meet. ‘“ Uniting these two extremes, the Bodhisattva
scems entirely withdrawn into himself in a state of infinite
calm, isolating himself from the world to attain to the deepest
levels that lie beyond him, and opening outwards towards the
world in an overflow of self-giving.”” 135 This description is not
by any means idealised; but (we must remember) it is a
description of a dream.
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Maitri, as it appears in the reality of history and human rela-
tionships, is a more moderate virtue, but it is nevertheless one
of great charm. Buddhist loving-kindness and gentleness are
better qualities than certain tactless kinds of zeal and busy-
bodying ‘‘charity”. One of the weaknesses of the humanism
that derives from maitri, however, is that it cannot ultimately
have any respect for the personality of others.13¢ More deeply,
perhaps, it must be charged with failing to understand both
the strength and the uncompromising quality of love, and the
profound nature of the ‘““mysterious, total gift of self”’. It must
also be charged with lacking fundamentally.in justice. These
criticisms are sometimes made against Christian charity
through a lack of understanding of its nature, but of Buddhist
charity they seem to be thoroughly justified.?3? Maitri, a love
without affection, takes on a kind of emotional tinge in karuna,
which in its turn becomes effective as dana; to what extent,
we have tried to show. But the more charity is realised in this
way, the more it becomes a mere means. Dana 1s never any-
thing but provisional; even at its most sublime 1t 1s simply a
form of almsgiving; whilst karuna tends towards abstraction
and pure gratuitousness: it is ultimately pity without an object.
Finally, maitri retains a cerebral element even 1n 1ts highest
form; its smile is always, so to speak, a little enigmatic. In the
end, no matter what may be said about sambhoga,!38 there 1s
no unitive charity, no reciprocity—nor can there be: because
there are no beings to give themselves to each other. Unity is
only achieved through impersonality.

As it 1s untrue to say—as a great many Westerners have said
—that the Buddhist nirvana signifies nothingness, so 1s it untrue
that maitri, with its sequence of altruistic virtues, 1s purely
negative—as is proved indeed by its results. “One has to
think back,” says René Grousset,?2? *“to the grim pre-Columbus
civilisations of North America, where one seeks in vain from
beginning to end for any smile of humanity or breath of
tenderness, to understand what Asia owes to the First Sermon
of Benares.”” And no doubt this i1s why the same author, despite
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his intimate knowledge of Christian doctrine, can speak today,
as Burnouf did in his day, of “ Buddhist charity ”’.14% Neverthe-
less, 1t 1s as true of maitri as it is of nirvana that its positive
value never manages to extricate itself and emerge in all its
fullness.141 Whereas Christ came to light the fire of love upon
earth, Buddha simply aims to extinguish *““the fire of hatred,
desire and ignorance” (Mahavagga). Whereas the culminating
point of history and the world is found, by Christians, on Cal-
vary, the centre of the Buddhist universe is the Tree of Buddha
Gaya—and the Bodhi-Tree and the Tree of the Cross, though
they are both *““cosmic Pillars”’, are entirely different in essence.
Instead of the penetrating analysis of love that we find for
instance in St. Augustine, St. Bernard, Fénelon, Buddhism
offers us speculations on the Void,!!2 which reach their highest
pitch of rarification in the Great Vehicle:

Emptiness is like the space of the sky

In which can be seen anything that appears . . .
Whatever comes into sight,

Do not believe in it but let it go:

This 1s the rule that has been given

To keep Bodhi in one’s hand . . .

The appearance not hiding the Emptiness,

The Emptiness not annihilating the appearance.!?3

It would be a mistake to attempt to account for these
contrasts by saying that they are merely the results of difler-
ences in point of view or of the degree of depth reached in the
critique of knowledge. Many Christian thinkers have shown
considerable boldness in rejecting appearances and establishing
a scientific ‘““negative theology’, and the most classic and
authoritative of them have often proved the boldest. In
Christianity, nevertheless, affirmation always triumphs in the
end. If this is not true of Buddhism, it 1s because it lacks the
only possible Foundation: God, creative Love. All the in-
sufficiency—all the falsity, in fact—of the Buddhist religion,
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comes in the final analysis from this. The failure of this tremen-
dous adventure—the foundering of this gigantic raft on which
half humanity embarked for Deliverance-—came about because
the Buddha was ultimately unable to see beyond the divinities
of mythology and popular animism to the face of the God of
Charity.

The Law which he believed he had found—‘a profound
Law, difficult to fathom, difficult to understand 1 44—is 1tself,
in the end, illusion. He was not able to utter the liberating
word. We should not criticise him unduly. More than any
other man who has ever lived, perhaps, he grasped the problem
of human destiny, and led a whole pars purificans towards the
good, for which Christians too can be grateful to him. He
avoided the deceptive ways—always so tempting—of super-
stition, automatic asceticism, gnosis. He saw the need for a
spiritual deprivation beyond the night of the senses. No doubt
he failed to achieve his aim. Without the ““fullness” of charity
no one will ever realise the ‘“void” of detachment. Without
the ‘““yes’, which can only be a reply, the necessary “no”
cannot, finally, be uttered. ‘It is not through self that one
escapes from self”’. Even though the Buddha’s doctrine, in
spite of its tone of profound humanity, is inhuman in its
rigour, and even though, as history has abundantly shown, it
was fatally subject to the most dreadful corruptions, 1t does not
appear any the less profound or logical—or 1ndeed inevitable,
so long as the personal Idea was missing, the divine Word,
Jesus Christ, by whom today we live.
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CHAPTER 1I

TWO COSMIC TREES

THE famous Buddhist stupa at Sanchi is the only building of
ancient India which remains in a state of perfect preservation.
This it may owe to its being situated at a considerable distance
from the main invasion-routes followed by Islam. The sculp-
tures on its four gateways (torana) which face the four points
of the compass, supply material of the utmost value for our
knowledge of ancient Buddhism. The only part which concerns
us at the moment, however, is the outside face of the left pillar
at the northern gateway.

On this there 1s inscribed a most peculiar design. At the top
is a vardhanana—made up of a cakra (circle) and a trisula
(trident)—surmounted by a chattra (the umbrella of royalty),
much reduced in size. Underneath these, running down either
side, as though down a tree-trunk, are two rows of little palm-
branches bearing garlands of precious stones. Right at the
bottom there are two paduka (footprints), cach marked with
a cakra.! The general meaning of this figure cannot be doubted :
it 1s a symbolical representation of the Buddha. From the fact
that the feet are not seen from i1n front but are rather the
prints or traces of feet, Gilbert Combaz concludes that the
whole thing could be regarded as a symbol of ‘““the way to be
followed”: ‘““We should thus have an expression of the
Dhammapada, the way of Dharma.”” Nevertheless, he himself
is not content with this explanation, for in fact the feet do not
exist on their own: the whole figure inevitably suggests that
some person is being symbolised.

Not of course a merely human individual; not the Buddha
Sakyamunt in his mere individuality, even though magnified
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by the royal attribute of the chattra. To the cakra which
represents the head there is joined the trisula—the *‘Three
Jewels”, the emblem of the three elements composing the
whole of Buddhism; Buddha, Dharma, Sangha. When ampli-
fied in this way, our character with his trunk of palm-branches
and jewels can be identified with two further things, which
together make up a unique and highly complex symbol. On the
one hand the monument turns out to be a pillar; and this pillar
surmounted by a cakra (i.e. the face of the sun) 1s without any
doubt at all the cosmic pillar, the meeting place of north, south,
east and west, the sun’s axis at its zenith, the prop of the universe
whose base rests on the earth and whose summit reaches to the
sky. On the other hand, it 1s no less certainly a tree, a sacred
tree, the tree of life, a symbol of universal fertility and every-
thing that is truly valuable. Thus, this sculpture on the north
torana at Sanchi presents us with a man, a tree and a pillar,
so closely united that they have become one. The Buddha,
when considered in his highest essence, is at once the Cosmic
Pillar and the Tree of Life. 2

As is known, a great deal of light has been shed on the
iconography of Romanesque and Gothic churches by Emile
Maile, who has studied this iconography with reference to the
writings which originally inspired it. Now it so happens that
one of the texts which best facilitate our study of the Buddhist
sculpture is a Christian text, a passage taken from a homily
on Easter, which figures amongst the spuria of St. John Chryso-
stom. Fr. Charles Martin, who has studied this text at length,
holds 1t to be the treatise by St. Hippolytus on Easter that 1s
mentioned by Eusebius in his History of the Church. This has
recently been challenged, first by Dom Connolly and then by
Pierre Nautin, on what seem to be fairly solid grounds.® Here,
In any case, in translation, i1s the passage which concerns us. It
occurs in a description of the Cross:

This wood 1s provided for my salvation . . . I establish
myself in its roots, I lay myself down under its branches . . .
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Under 1ts shade I set up my tent . .. Its fruit provides me
with perfect joy . . . This tree goes up from the earth into
the heavens; 1t 1s the plant of immortality, rising in the
middle of heaven and earth—the firm prop of the universe,
joining all things together, the support of the whole inhabited
earth, twining the cosmos together and including in itself
the whole medley of human nature. Nailed down by the
invisible nails of the Spirit, so that he will never waver in his
fidelity to the divine, touching the sky with the crown of his
head, establishing the earth with his feet, and in the space
between heaven and earth embracing the innumerable
spirits of the earth with his immeasurable hands . . .”’4

It will be noticed how the Cross 1s here first compared to a
ree, then to a cosmic support, finally to the Crucified One
{imself. Nor are these comparisons arbitrary: they form a
inited whole. Thus it 1s Christ Himself who, on the Cross,
s for us the tree of life and joy, whilst at the same time He 1s the
1iexus and prop of the whole universe. Fgo sum Vita ... Omnia
n Ipso constant.

Neither the figure on the pillar at Sanchi nor the description
oy the Christian homilist is draé: in both Christianity and
Buddhism there is a whole tradition of ideas and works of art
which could be drawn upon, if necessary, to elucidate them.

In Buddhism, for instance, there are many pillars set at the
rates that lead to a stupa, which are surmounted by a cakraor a
risula—at Bharhut, for instance, at Mathura and at many places
n Gandhara;?® whilst in ‘“The Lotus of the Good Law’’¢ the
Buddhas are said to be ‘“‘like columns of gold” (suvarnayupa).
T'he stupas themselves, which are symbolic burial mounds, or
rather shrines, to the Buddha, are more than this; they are
veritable ‘‘funeral corpses of the Buddha”, veritable “bodily
substitutes for the Buddha”. (This is why they can without
any impropriety be empty, i.e. in practice full, without any
hamber of relics.) They are said to contain a pillar, which
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appears at the top with its harmika and umbrellas. Now this
harmika, the abode of the gods, 1s at the summit of Mount
Meru (or Sumeru), the cosmic mountain which rises up in the
middle of the earth; it is arranged in tiers inside the stupa round
the axis formed by the pillar. The secret chamber containing
the Buddha himself in the guise of a few relics also contains,
therefore—it is the same thing—the Cosmic Pillar. At the
same time it contains—and this again is the same thing—the
Cosmic Tree, which according to Buddhist ideas 1s essentially
the tree of knowledge, enlightenment, omniscience. This is
explained in a passage in the AMahavamsa,” describing the
installation of such a tree, made of gold and precious stones,
in the middle of a mahastupa. At Nepal some of the harmikas
are decorated with eyes: these are the eyes of Adi-Buddha,
whose head becomes one with the top of the pillar. In some
parts of Indo-China eyes are represented on the stupa itself.8
Thus Buddhist architecture presents us with the same symbol
as Buddhist sculpture—a symbol more telling still in the Far
East, where the dome of the stupa is left out, leaving its internal
anatomy, so to speak, its skeleton, naked ; the *“vault of heaven”’
which enveloped the world having disappeared, there remains
only the axis, the central pillar, with its tiers or storeys rising
like a series of umbrellas.?®

Sakyamuni, as is well known, received his enlightenment
whilst he was meditating under a fig-tree (asvattha), after
imbibing the food which he had received from Sujata in a
golden bowl. This ““unique fig-tree’” (eka asvattha) from which
Buddhist monasteries still make it their proud duty to cultivate
a shoot even today—this ‘“ Bodhi-Tree” represents the Buddha
himself, just as the stupa or cakra does. The asvattha appears
frequently in the art of the early centuries. No doubt even
before Sakyamuni is portrayed as a person, the tree often
appears separate from him: at Bharhut, for example, and again
at Amaravati, there 1s an altar or throne in front of the tree
and footprints on the ground. These are transitional forms,
until finally, 1n the last product of the Indian Buddhist schools,
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there remains only a tiny sprig of foliage decorating the Buddha’s
halo. But on the oldest monuments there is, properly speaking,
no such dissociation. Some of the asvatthas, profusely decorated
with little flowers and garlands, are decked out with jewels and
surmounted by an umbrella as signs of the royal power of the
victorious Buddha, and it was certainly as a direct substitute
of the Buddha that the Emperor Asoka regarded these trees.
Later, when an attempt was made to justify the substitution
of the human form for the fig-tree, the order given by Sakyamuni
to his disciple Sariputra was quoted. Sariputra had asked the
Buddha in what form he should be venerated after his parinir-
vana, and the Buddha replied: “O Sariputra, when I have
departed, my image should be cut in the shape of a fig-tree . 1©
In the Mahasukhavativyuha, one of the works upon which Amid-
ism 1s based,!! and again in “* The Lotus of the Good Law’’, one
of the fundamental books of the Great Vehicle,1? those who
follow the Buddhas along the way of enlightenment are com-
pared with large or small trees. The Sukhavati—which is the
“Pure Land”, the paradise of the Buddha Amitayus (or
Amitabha)—is full of trees, made of gems and precious stones,
that no doubt represent the various degrees of illumination.
There are other symbolical representations, identical with
that which 1s to be found on the torana at Sanchi. Amongst
the reliefs at Amaravati, dating from the last Andhras (second
century A.D.), 1s a series of ‘‘Pillars of Fire’” which are also
Buddhas: instead of a head, there is a trisula; right at the
bottom are feet marked with a wheel, resting on a lotus; and
on each side of the column running through the middle of the
pillar, instead of garlands of jewels, there are sparks of fire.
Some of these columns are spirals, to symbolise the mounting
of the flames; at the top, the trisula 1s either surrounded or
surmounted by a ‘““halo”’, again made of flame.'® There is no
difficulty 1n understanding the symbolism behind these
monuments. We know from elsewhere that though the energy
of fire (tejas) 1s present everywhere, it is present to a special
degree in the Arhats, and, more especially still, at a maximum
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of concentration, in the Buddha; from the Theragatal* we
know that this energy is the flaming sword of knowledge
(prajna) with which Sakyamuni overcame the assaults of Mara;
then there is the Dhammapada,' ® which the Buddha *‘burns with
the energy of fire” (tapati tejasa). The Pillars of Fire at
Amaravati represent this idea, developing it still further in a
most striking relief: the Buddha becomes entirely assimilated
to the element of Fire which is present as a secret source of
energy 1n all forms of existence.

Finally, 1t should be remembered that the holy place of
Buddhism, Buddha Gaya, the spot on which the Bodhi-Tree
rises, 1s looked upon both as a mountain!® and as the centre of
the world ; and this reinforces the symbolism of the Pillar.

Christian tradition possesses similar kinds of symbolism.
In the first centuries of the Church, Christ was frequently
represented as a giant whose head reached to the heavens or
even towered above them-—as in the Gospel of Peter,®? the
Acts of fohn,'® the Shepherd of Hermas,»® and so on.2° St.
Ambrose speaks of the gigas geminae substantiae (the giant with
the dual nature).2! The same gigantic proportions are attri-
buted to Adam in the Rabbinical writings. 22

Again, according to an old legend found in 