
The Texts of the Convivium

WHERE  BUDDHISM  SEEKS  GOD 

AND  OPENS  TO  CHRIST

Buddhism, as it is lived by innumerable men and women, is a reality that evolves in the course of time and tends towards a continuous deepening. 

At the beginning of Buddhism there is the great soul of the Buddha Shakyamuni Gotama Siddharta. There is his compassion for the many sentient human beings who suffer, there is the anxiety of helping them to achieve liberation. 

And thus we have the doctrine of the Buddha, which takes the form of the Four Noble Truths: 

1) the reality of the dukkha, that is to say, sorrow understood also in the unpleasant sense of the impermanence,  the ephemeral character of all things; 

2) the cause of sorrow, identifiable in the egotism that is suggested to man by the illusion of the self, of existing as an individual; 

3) the cessation of sorrow, made possible by those who, together with the illusion of the self, extinguish their own concupiscence; and 

4) the Eightfold Path, that leads to the cessation of sorrow with the righteous vision, the righteous thought, the righteous word, the righteous action, the righteous conduct, the righteous effort, the righteous presence of spirit, the righteous practice of meditation. 

We can say that the great soul of the Buddha ranges well beyond the scheme of his doctrine. In far too many cases this doctrine can come to be correlated with the exclusive desire of liberating oneself without worrying all that much about the liberation of others. 

A certain type of Buddhist ascetic fears that excessive compassion for their liberation might disturb his own serenity. He therefore concludes that it is something to avoid. Each one of us should pursue his own Nirvana, liberation, only for himself, without worrying about the others.

This is the thought of the arhat, the typical ascetic of the Hinayana, school of the Little Vehicle. In a comparatively late period there took shape the school of the Great Vehicle or Mahayana, with a different approach and a new and very different type of adept, the bodhisattva. 

While the arhat seeks refuge in Nirvana solely for himself, the bodhisattva renounc-es entry in Nirvana until such time as the other sentient beings are liberated, all men and all animals. Until this will have happened, he remains willingly in this troublesome world of the samsara to work for the benefit of the suffering. And he not only instructs them, but arrives even at bearing the unfavourable karma, negative fruit of past actions, in order to lighten their burden. 

In the figure of the compassionate bodhisattva there comes to the fore something that greatly resembles the Christian love of one’s neighbour. As I have already mentioned, the bodhisattva who feels himself the neighbour of others influences their karma and transforms it. 

How does he do this? By the positive nature of his own actions and, even more so, his own thoughts. One could say, borrowing the expression from Christian language: with his own sanctity the bodhisattva sanctifies also other persons. 

All this is underlain, at least implicitly, by the idea that we humans form a single collective being, where each member also works for the others, where even mere positive thoughts exert an influence on the minds, the souls of others. 

Here we come rather close to the idea of the mystic body of Christ. We find signs of this when, according to the Gospel of St. John (15, 1-7), Jesus compares himself to a vine of which his disciples are the shoots. And again in the passage of the first Letter to the Corinthians (ch. 12), where Paul speaks of the disciples of Christ united in him into a single body with many members, each member having a different charism that all cooperate. 

Nevertheless, the idea that an invisible spiritual bond unites all the members of one and the same community into a collective body is already present in the Old Testament, where reference is made to the solidarity that for good and ill unites all the members of a family, a people, all mankind. 

It is on account of this bond that the original sin of the first human beings becomes propagated to their descendants, that an entire descent is blessed by God in the person of their forebear, that an entire people is solidary in good and ill and responsible in a corporate manner. 

But, even earlier, it is in the general categories of primitive-archaic thought that we find the strongly felt idea of a mystic bond that unites the members of a community, whose head – or sacred king – causes the prosperity and the fortune and the victory of his people simply by his moral behaviour and the rites he performs and observes. 

The bodhisattva foregoes entry into Nirvana until such time as all will be liberated. This means that Mahayana Buddhism conceives an ultimate goal of human existence and cosmic evolution. Here we have the beginnings of a detachment from the cyclic vision of becoming, what is taking shape is an eschatology, a concept of ultimate events. 

Another point to be considered is that the bodhisattva, unlike the arhat, is no longer a man obsessed by sorrow and simply desirous of avoiding it. All said and done, for as long as we are concerned only with our own grief and desire only to avoid it, we are still moving on the level of desire. Can one really say that the arhat has completely freed himself of desire? 

In some way, however obscure it may be, the bodhisattva intuitively realizes that the best way of avoiding suffering is to stop thinking about one’s own ills, be they present or future, to stop posing the problem in egotistic terms, but rather to think of others, to sympathize with them and dedicate yourself solely and exclusively to them. 

In a certain sense the bodhisattva can be likened to a Christian saint; and, in his more advanced states, to a Christian mystic who has realized what certain authors call the “spiritual marriage”. “Deification” is a term that is very readily used by the theologians of the Christian East, and in the West also by a mystic author of the supreme level of Saint John of the Cross. 

But between the bodhisattva and the Christian saint one may also note a very essential difference. The bodhisattva can be conceived as a spiritual man who elevates himself with his own forces, by himself, The Christian saint, on the other hand, is a man who proceeds towards deification, but not exclusively by his own virtues. He may elevate himself – rather, is called upon to elevate himself – to the point of attaining the stature of Christ, but can realize an aim of such magnitude only because Christ himself comes to his aid, God who turns himself into man so that man may turn himself into God. 

A bodhisattva who is destined ultimately to become a kind of divine being, is at the beginning a man like all the others, a man who makes a vow of remaining in the world until he has liberated all the sentient beings. That is the story of Amitabha (Amida for the Japanese), of Avalokita, of Manjusri. 

A certain hierarchy of ancient bodhisattvas, men who have been promoted from simple men to metaphysical entities, defines Avalokita as an emanation of Amitabha. But there are those who, considering his exceptional powers, are induced to liken him to a supreme God of the type of Shiva, who turn him, as it were, into a Buddhist Shiva, a Grand Magician and Grand Yogi of the universe. 

Indeed, he is attributed a quite extraordinary clairvoyance and formidable powers. The salvific force that emanates in the form of rivers from his fingers puts the demons to flight. His body embraces an immense collectivity of beings, of buddhas, of saints and worlds. In some way it reminds me of the idea of the mystic body of Christ, within which each has his particular charism and all together keep growing to attain to Christ, who is the head. 

Characteristic of these great bodhisattvas, all realized and elevate to a very high degree, is omniscience. 

To be sure, it is not clear how a finite being of this world can elevate himself to a divine condition with nothing but his own forces. It would seem more reasonable to think that such an effort of elevation can attain its divine goal thanks to a Divinity that “descends” to man to help him. Hence the need for a congruous initiative of the Divine. 

But can one really say that Buddhism is open to recognizing a Divinity that exists of itself, exists necessarily and has always existed? One may note that Buddhists have never doubted the existence of the gods. Even Buddha Shakyamuni himself had conversations with minor divinities, though it was always they who came to him to honour him and receive his teachings. 

As to the existence of one supreme Divinity who can really save man with is grace, there are two factors that prevented Buddha from coming to grips with the problem. 

The first is the scheme of his doctrine, which is as clear and precise as it is rigid. It entrusts the pursuit of liberation to a human effort, but does not envisage any interven-tion of transcendental or, at least, extraneous forces. It is individual man who has to liberate himself by his own efforts. Nobody can take his place. Buddha himself offers both a teaching and an example: no salvific intervention. 

The second inhibiting factor is the intense and exclusive commitment that man is required to make in tending towards his own liberation. He has to concentrate all his forces in ascesis and the practice of the virtues of the Eightfold Path. Metaphysical spe-culation would only distract him and reduce the intensity of his application. 

The supreme God, the only God is confined to the margins of the Buddhist perspective and ends up in oblivion. But the evolution of historical Buddhism ushers in a second phase characterized by a profound religious re-awakening. This re-awakening originally occurred in Hinduism, and then continued in Buddhism by reflection. 

What one might call the religious need was being felt ever more strongly: the need for adoring a divinity and seeking its protection, in order to obtain from this divinity the things that transcend all man’s possibility of gaining them with his own forces. 

The epoch of this Hindu religious revival coincided with the time when Buddhism of the Great Vehicle was taking shape. Here the bodhisattva was no longer a mere exemplary master, like the arhat, but a rescuer. He helps men with his teachings and example and, what is more, with the effusion of his spiritual energies. The bodhisattva continues to exist and operate beneficially even after his physical death. Transformed into a faithful, the disciple thus entrusts himself to the one who by that time is being proposed to him as a kind of deified holy protector. 

The cult of the bodhisattva, who elevates himself, in the end, to the perfection of buddhahood as Dhyanibuddha or metaphysical Buddha of Meditation, certainly satisfies the religious sense, but seems insufficient by itself to provide an adequate theoretical foundation for the Mahayana. 

How can a simple man elevate himself to the divinity if there does not pre-exist a Divinity to render this process possible? Can the finite become infinite, bridging the infinite abyss that separates one from the other? 

Here we have a process that can attain its goal only if the Infinite already pre-exists and can therefore donate itself to the finite and thus enable him to make the ascent right up to the supreme goal. 

And in the metaphysical structure of the Mahayana, at the very root of the five Dhyanibuddha, there thus takes shape an Adibuddha as the Originary Principle. 

The Adibuddha, the “Originary Buddha” or “First Buddha”, is conceived as eternal, omniscient, omnipotent. And can in some way be likened to the God of monotheism. He creates the Dhyanibuddhas by means of an effort of mental concentration, of meditation (dhyana) and it is for this reason that they are called Buddhas of Meditation. 

Here we have an important step towards the tradition of the three great monotheist religions. At this point one may note that there is yet another significant step that brings Buddhism closer to Christianity and does so in a more specific manner: after God, the incarnation of God in this universe. 

Buddhism – and here I am referring to the Buddhism of the Mahayana – also affirms the possibility of the Divine, no matter how it may be conceived, becoming incarnated in the human. This idea found its way into Buddhism from the Hinduist conception of the avatars. 

Avatar means “descent” onto this earth of the divinity, indeed, descent of the supreme Divinity, which assumes the form of a terrestrial being and, more specifically, of a man in order to save the world and humanity from a grave danger that threatens them. 

After a series of legendary incarnations,  a series of men deemed to be great saints are also thought of as avatars, among them Ramakrishna and, in our own days, Sai Baba. 

If in Hinduism the avatars are the incarnations of the supreme God, in a Buddhism of the Great Vehicle that has not yet sufficiently matured the concept of such a God there may yet take shape the idea of the earthly incarnation of a bodhisattva who has elevated himself to the divine or quasi-divine condition of metaphysical Buddha. 

And thus to each of the five Dhyanibuddhas the corresponds a human buddha. In the Mahayana perspective, a human buddha, Shakyamuni for example, is conceived not so much as an incarnation in the full physical sense of the term, but rather as a “reflection” of the metaphysical Buddha,  as his “magical projection”,  as an apparently illusory mental form of him. 

With the affirmation of the idea that each buddhahood was underlain by an origi-nary metaphysical Buddha, a God that in itself has always existed, each single human Buddha is conceived as a divine incarnation in the true sense of the term, indeed, as an incarnation of the one God. 

All this finds confirmation in the doctrine of the Three Bodies (Trikaya) and in the fruit of the speculations that develop it further. It is said that each human Buddha has three bodies. 

At the more earthly level there is the nirmanakaya (body of transformation” or “body adapted” for incarnation). It is the body in which there appears the Buddha Shakyamuni, i.e. any one of the many human buddhas. It is, as I said before, an illusory magico-mental production. 

The nirmanakaya derives from the sambhogakaya, “body of beatitude” or “revealed body”. It is visible only to the spiritual eye of the blessed souls of the beyond. 

The foundation of all this is constituted by the dharmakaya or “body of the law”, or also “essential body” or “unutterable body”. 

There is a widespread tendency to identify the dharmakaya with the Brahman, that is to say, with the impersonal Absolute of the Upanishad, the Vedanta and the Yoga. If the Brahman takes shape in the personal God, in what is called the Lord Ishvara, the dharmakaya  takes more concrete shape in the sambhogakaya. And when, lastly, the Divinity incarnates itself on this earth, it there emanates the nirmanakaya, that is to say, the presence of the human buddha. 

True, it is a phantom-like presence. In this respect, too, the Mahayana incarnation differs greatly from the incarnation understood in the Christian sense: here God turns himself into man in the most concrete sense; he assumes everything of human nature, conditionings, sufferings, miseries, and does not limit himself to assuming a merely apparent human form. 

Gotama Buddha Shakyamuni is very far from being the only Buddha. According to a certain type of development of the Mahayana doctrine, the human buddhas in which the divinity incarnates itself (no matter how that divinity may be conceived) are far more than the five that correspond to the Five Dhyanibuddhas. And they are also far more numerous than the famous Seven, to whom one has to add the future Buddha Maitreya. There are those who speak of a Thousand, Three Thousand and even Ten Thousand, and there are yet others who say that the human buddhas are as numerous as the grains of sand in the Ganges. 

A Buddhism conceived in these terms no longer proposes itself as the exclusive religion of the Buddha Shakyamuni, who lived and taught in a particular historical environment. Such a Buddhism tends to define itself as the spirituality of an illumination that finds its beneficiaries and channels of expression in all the illumined of all the countries of the world and of all epochs. 

All attain to a single Buddhic Principle of Spiritual Illumination that transcends the limits of the teachings of a single man, great as he is, and expresses itself beyond any limit of space and time. 

In such a context the rights of citizenship behove undoubtedly also the Jesus Christ as God incarnate. But, now, with what type of incarnation are we here concerned? 

We have seen that the incarnation of God in Jesus is not merely apparent, but very real in the most effective and concrete sense of the term. This is a first great difference as compared with the Buddhist tradition and also, more generally, the Hindu tradition. 

One may also say that the incarnation of God in Jesus is undoubtedly concentrated in a single person, but in a subsequent stage becomes collective. Jesus associates innumerable other people with himself, to the point of forming a single mystic body with them. The divine life that he infuses in his disciples enables them to grow to his own stature. There thus takes shape what we may call a collective Christ. 

Here we can find some analogy with another aspect of buddhahood briefly touched upon earlier on. We said that the bodhisattva Avalokita, though originally man like all the others, became a metaphysical entity. Side by side with the formidable powers and the other characters that he acquired in this march towards deification, one may recall that, as already said, his body became a kind of collective being, inasmuch as it embraces an immense multitude of beings, buddhas, saints and worlds. 

I commented by saying that all this recalls to some extent the idea of the mystic body of Christ, within which each has particular and specific charism and all together grow in Christ and, with Christ, in God. 

The mystic body of Christ is open to gathering all human beings, so that all may grow to the point of full deification. Here we have a process that involves all, a process of which the end represents the loftiest goal that can be imagined, such as to crown the whole of human evolution. 

Here we find ourselves face to face with an incarnation that no longer appears fractionated, episodic, split into numerous first-aid posts, none of which is fully resolutory. Here we have a total, universal incarnation that aims at full and irreversible perfection 

When compared with this incarnation, all the forms of incarnation that may take place in more partial and relative terms, can only be defined as first beginnings, imperfect and germinal, and yet effective and very real. As compared with a full incarnation, one may here speak of many possible forms of pre-incarnation. 

Examples of pre-incarnation can be found in a great variety of religious forms: 

-  the  shaman, who in a certain way puts the earth in communication with heaven; 

-  the priest, who impersonates the Divinity in the rite; 

- the sacred king, who impersonates the community before the Divine and the Divine before his community; 

- the prophet, who proposes himself as the channel through which the Divinity expresses itself; 

- the saint, whom the divine Spirit has pervaded and transformed at all levels, so that the intensity of his interior life gives rise even to paranormal phenomena;

-  the mystic, who has realized a “spiritual marriage” with the Divinity; 

-  the yogi, who deep within himself has achieved unification with the Brahman; 

-  the hidden imam, occult guide of the community of the Shiites and axis of the world; 

-  the avatar, through whom the supreme Divinity manifests itself on many different occasions, each time to save the world from a particular danger; 

- and lastly the human buddha, vehicle of the manifestation of the metaphysical Buddha, if not even of the First Buddha, the Originary and Absolute Buddha. 

The incarnation that Christ proposes and undertakes is such as to englobe all the possible imperfect forms that we have chosen to call pre-incarnation. 

One of my dearest thoughts is to imagine the possibility of a final confluence of all the spiritual traditions in Christianity, which each of them can enrich with its own specific contribution, and where each can find its crowning in something that exceeds even the loftiest and most daring expectations, exceeds even all conceivable hope.
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