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Introduction

.

In the Buddhist traditions, compassion (karuna) is the selfless
regard for the welfare of others and the intention to do everything
possible to help liberate others from suffering.

At the highest level

compassion reflects a non-dualistic understanding which does not
distinguish between "self" and "other" and is therefore equally manifest
for all beings.

One manifests compassion by teaching the Truth

(Dharma) that leads to Enlightenment, as well as by acting for the more
mundane welfare of all beings.
or selfish concerns.

Such action is not motivated by egoistic

Rather, it is based on the recognition that all

beings suffer, and on an altruistic attitude which strives for the
liberation of all beings.
Compassion occupies a central role in Buddhist doctrine and
practice.

Buddhist soteriology is based on a doctrine which depends as

much on the development of compassion as it does on wisdom (the virtue
more commonly associated with Buddhist Enlightenment).

Ultimately, in

the state of Enlightenment, compassion is the expression of the highest
level of consciousness.

Thus in Buddhism there is a sound scriptural

and doctrinal basis for compassion as an ideal and practice.
The expression of compassion in the Buddhist literature is varied
among the many Buddhist traditions,

but in all it extends throughout

several aspects of the tradition including scripture, folklore and oral
tradition, and practice.

This paper specifically addresses the concept of

compassion as an ideal in Buddhism by tracing its doctrinal development
and position in three of the major Buddhist traditions, namely,
Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayiina.
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When the Buddha first "set the Wheel of Dharma in motion" ,1 his
first teaching

was the pervasiveness of suffering (dukkha).

In the

Buddhist view, sentient beings are trapped in a process of birth, death,
and rebirth, or a process of painful and constant change called cyclic

.

existence (samsara).

This existence is characterized by suffering caused

by such ordinary conditions as dissatisfaction, hunger, and loneliness.
More profound suffering is experienced in the face of the impermanence
of all things:

the fact that all objects, phenomena, and states of being

continually arise and pass away.

Humans trap themselves in cyclic

existence through both their desire for stability in all aspects of life
and their attempts to secure comfort and control over the world.
Motivated by selfish and ignorant desires, people act in ways that only
perpetuate suffering.

In Buddhist terms, the root causes of suffering

are attachment and hatred, and these are always based on ignorance.
The development of Buddhism includes the formulation of
conceptual schemes describing the nature of existence and elaborating
on the truth of suffering.

But Buddhism is not merely an existential

psychology or philosophy.

For, while the Buddha began his teaching

with the fact of dukkha, he also went beyond this fact:

he offered a

response to suffering based on his knowledge that an epistemological
and soteriological response is appropriate.

The fact that he taught is in

itself a response to suffering since it was motivated by compassion for
all suffering beings.
The Buddha recognized that all lives in cyclic existence are
equally filled with suffering caused by greed, hatred, and ignorance.
l"~-'"'''Thfs phrase --;-;;fe;~-'to the Buddha's first teaching which begins the
Buddhist doctrines.
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The most effective means for overcoming suffering is to extinguish these
evils from within.

As one Indian Buddhist wrote, if the world is full of

thorns (and it is), it is much more expedient to put on a good pair of
shoes than to attempt to cover the entire earth with shoe leather. 2
Thus, in response to suffering, the Buddha taught the means by which
humans can learn to make and wear good shoes.
But Buddhism is not just a technique for self-protection or for
avoiding suffering.

Rather, it indicates meaning within this human

existence by using the very thorns and suffering of existence to reach
greater levels of understanding.

The goal is to become free of all

delusion or ignorance, and to become a source of profound wisdom and
compassion.

This motivates one to help others, neither getting

scratched oneself nor causing others to become ensnared.

When wisdom

and compassion are combined, they provide the best means for freeing
all human beings from the thorns of ignorance.
Buddhism teaches that liberation from sa1!lssra occurs with the
cessation of attachment or selfish craving; as one develops selflessness,
one simultaneously approaches liberation.

While such liberation might

seem to indicate indifference to life--to oneself and others--the Buddhist
teachings clearly deny this.

Indeed, if one looks at the stories of the

Buddha before he attained Buddhahood, and the acts of all who perform
in accordance with the Buddha's path to liberation, one sees that
liberation, the path to Enlightenment, and Enlightenment itself, are all
coextensive with compassion.

_ .. ___ .•I, . _ _ _ _ _

.M . . _ . _ ' •• _

"

. _•••

,I_..

.-

'.'~

_

.... -

2. Siintideva, A Guide to the Bodhisattva's Way of Life, Stephen
Batchelor, trans. (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives,
1979), p. 178.
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While compassion is important in all three of the traditions studied
here, it receives a unique emphasis from each tradition.

The traditions

vary not only in how much emphasis they each place on compassion, but
also in their doctrines about how compassion is manifest in the world.
An

examination of the ideals of the various traditions verifies the

importance of compassion and leads to a greater understanding of the
role of compassion within each of the traditions.
The Buddhist traditions are, in this paper, studied in three broad
categories:
1.

The Theravada (lit. "school of the elders") tradition, now

practiced primarily in South-east Asia, is based on the P8.1.i scriptures
which Theravadins claim are the earliest records of the Buddha's
teachings. s

The Pali literature is used in this paper to provide the

basic tenets of Buddhism upon which all Buddhist traditions agree.

In

addition, certain Pili scriptures which are central in the Theravada
tradition serve to draw out the nature of that tradition and the place of
compassion within it.

My presentation of compassion in Theravada

Buddhism is based primarily on the Pim collection
Buddha's discourses, called the

Sutta-pi~aka

of the

('basket' or collection of

discourses), which consists of doctrinal issues.
pi~ka

(pi~aka)

Specifically, the Sutta-

contains teachings on the attainment of the human ideal, the

essential doctrines of kl1Jrima, nibbana, and the Buddha's path to
Enlightenment (the Noble Eight-fold Path), and many important legends
3. Of the many Buddhist 'sects' which formed following the Buddha's
passing away, the Theravada is the only one with a complete canon (the
Tripitika). Theraviidina regard the Pali Canon, which consists of three
pitak~B, and the commentaries directly based on the Canon, to be the
sole body of authentic teachings of the Buddha. While its scriptures
are not older than many of those of the 'later' Mahayana schools, its
historical roots have been more clearly traced, and thus it is regarded
as the oldest surviving organized school of Buddhism.

8

about the Buddha, including those of his lives before he attained
Buddhahood.

The Sutta

Pi~ka

is thus a primary source revealing the

role of compassion within Buddhist doctrine and in the lives of those
who fulfill the Buddhist ideal of human life.
In the Theravada tradition, compassion is often regarded as a
social attitude which, in the path to Enlightenment, is subordinate to
that of private meditation.

It is, nonetheless, an essential component of

the path as it is a logical extension of the doctrines of dukkha
(suffering), anatta (no-self) and inter-dependent origination.
2.

The Mahayana (lit. "greater vehicle") tradition includes all

developments of Buddhism which Theravadins do not regard as authentic
teachings of the Buddha; that is,
Pali Canon and its commentaries.

scriptures other than those in the
While Mahl1y'imists claim that their

doctrines are directly based on the teachings of the Buddha (indeed,
the foundations of all Mahayana traditions can be found in the PaIi
Canon), they also assert that the Buddha did not limit himself to one
strict form of doctrine or practice.

Rather, they claim, he accommodated

the great variety of individual abilities by teaching according to each
individual's level of understanding.

Thus, the category "Mahayana" is

quite extensive, composed of most major Buddhist traditions practiced
throughout Northern Asia.
The Mahiyanists distinguish themselves from a form of Buddhism
which they named "Hinayana", or "lesser vehicle".4

Mahliyanists regard

Mahayana Buddhism to be "greater" than Hinayana fo~ at least two

_4..._- To
_.__...____
clear up a
...

.. ..

..-

-.~~--

common misconception it must be noted that
"Hinayana" does not refer to the Theravada tradition, but rather, to
that form of Buddhism, defined by the MahaYlinists, which is "lesser" in
both its extent of teachings and its active concern for the welfare of all
sentient beings.
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reasons.

First, Mahayana is greater in that it contains numerous

expedient means for the attainment of Enlightenment and thus serves a
greater variety of individuals.

The second distinction in the two

vehicles concerns their sense of universal responsibility:

Mahaya.na is

"greater" in that its doctrine of Enlightenment takes on a component of
greater responsibility, namely, the vow to help all sentient beings gain
liberation from sam sara.
•

The "lesser vehicle" is concerned only with the

attainment of nirvB\la, or personal liberation from suffering.

In the

Mahayana forms of Buddhism, compassion is manifest through the
Bodhisattva-ideal--the ideal of postponing one's own salvation in order
to help liberate all beings.
This paper addresses the issue of compassion in Mahayana
Buddhism through the tenets of one of its most influential philosophical
schools, namely, the Madhyamika «<Middle Way') school of India.

This

presentation of the MBdhyamika school is primarily based upon the
works of NAgarjuna (second century a.E.), who is regarded as the
founder of the Madhyamika school, and the works of others who were
major contributors to that school.

Most significant is Nagar juna's

exposition of Bunyata ("emptiness") and bodhicitta ("altruistic mind of
Enlightenment").

These two concepts provide the ontological basis for

the Bodhisattva's great compassion.
3.

Vajrayana (lit. "diamond" or "lightning-bolt" vehicle), while

part of Mahayana Buddhism, is quite distinct, and is particular to
Tibetan Buddhism.

The Vajrayana tradition emphasizes wisdom gained

not only through the study of doctrine, but through practice as well.
The Vajrayana tradition holds that, due to the ubiquitous nature of
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Dharma (truth, reality), if one maintains a determined effort and
unfailing practice, one can attain Enlightenment in one lifetime.
The Vajrayiina schools propose that Dharma--the Truth of all
being which liberates one from sazpsara--rnanifests itself in various
forms for the sake of all beings.

Thus compassion, held as an ideal and

expressed on a human level, has a foundation on a metaphysical level.
This paper portrays the Vajrayana tradition through Milarepa, a
Tibetan "saint" who synthesizes the various individual aspects of the
Buddhist path to enlightenment.

In so doing, Milarepa becomes the

ultimate embodiment of the ideal of compassion as it is expressed in
Buddhist doctrine and scripture.

11
The Goal of Nirvana

•

The Buddha is the "great compassionate one" who attains
Enlightenment for the welfare of all sentient beings.

Compassion and

mercy are his motives for becoming a Buddha--a being characterized by
his ability to teach Dharma and lead others to higher spiritual states
culminating in release from sazpsara, or cyclic existence.'

His

compassionate acts provide the theme for the rataka6 stories which tell
of his previous lives (as he was developing Buddhahood).

Further, his

teachings consistently praise the importance and benefits of compassion.
Given the popularity of the conception of the 'compassionate
Buddha', it comes as quite a surprise to find that there is little strong
textual evidence in the Pali canon which supports the now commonly
made claim that the Buddha was motivated by his great compassion for
the world.?

In fact the evidence seems to be to the contrary;

it was

not compassion, but aversion for this life and a desire to end the cycle

5. H. Aronson, Love and Sympathy in Theravada Buddhism (Delhi:
Motilal Banarsidass, 1980); E.A. Burtt, The Compassionate Buddha (New
York: Signet Classics, 1955); W. Rahula, What the Buddha Taught (New
York: Grove Press, 1974).
6. .nrtaka are tales of the Buddha's previous lives (before he became
the Buddha), and occur in all Buddhist traditions. The Pali JitaJ<a
make up part of the Sutta Pi~ka. Reynolds finds it likely that the
tales were the "first items of sacred biography to appear within the
Buddhist tradition," and that the "Jataka tradition appears to be rooted
in the preaching of the Buddha himself." [F.Reynolds, and Capps, eds.,
The Biographical Process. (The Hague: Mouton and Co., 1976), pp.4243.] A Study of the Jatakas by M.L. Feer (Calcutta: Susil Gupta, 1963)
is an excellent critical analysis of Jataka tales. Rnd is particularly
relevant to the Theravada tradition. "Some Observations on the
Jatakas" by B.C. Law in Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (1939)
discusses sources, origins, and aims of the PaU J8taka.
7. This claim is made, for example, by Burtt, Rahula, and other scholars
of later Buddhism, and particularly of the ltorthern traditions.
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of rebirths that led the Buddha to strive single-mindedly in the hope of
discovering the Truth of nirvBl?a.
In the Introduction to the mtaka the Buddha relates to his
disciples the story of his initial inclination to nirvB.ryB, thousands of
aeons and "immensities" ago as the ascetic Sumheda.

Oppressed by the

misery of birth, death, and endless rebirths, Sumheda vows to find the
way to release from existence.

Through many stanzas the Buddha

recounts the roots of Sumheda's profound conviction in his vow, yet
nowhere does he mention a concern for others or a desire to help them
gain the release which he seeks for himself.

Only when he attains a

vision of Buddhahood and receives the gods' prophecy that he will
become a Buddha do we hear of the benefits which a Buddha confers on
the world. s

Yet even these do not seem to be a major motivating factor

in Sumheda's development toward the goal of Enlightenment.
The Buddha's last life as Pana Siddhartha is very similar:

he is

initially moved by disillusionment, dissatisfaction, and aversion for this
world, and he renounces the world with the vow to live in solitude and
meditation until he realizes Enlightenment.
In both cases the vow to attain Buddhahood was made in the
recognition that all life--other peoples' as well as one's own--is dukkhB.
However, the great compassion which is manifest in the state of
Buddhahood did not seem to be the motivating force, or even initially
present at the time the vow was made.

Indeed, most pious and learned

Theravadins (e.g. Nyanaponika Thera) readily admit that it is the
unsatisfactory nature of this sBIpsaric life, and aversion

t~

cyclic

8. My summary of the Introduction to the JatBka, quoted in full by H.C.
Warren, Buddhist Discourses (New Delhi: Asian Publication Services
1980),pp. 5-31.
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existence which led the Buddha to seek Enlightenment.
naturally endowed with compassion;

One is not

in the Theravada tradition great

compassion is something to be cultivated, something which arises only as
one follows the path leading away from greed, hatred, and ignorance.
The ultimate human goal in the Theravada tradition, that to which
all efforts are aimed,

.

is the attainment of nirvana.

It is therefore

necessary to examine the relationship between the attainment of nirvana
and the development of compassion.

While the development of

compassion is not the principle concern of the Theravada tradition, the
path which leads to the ultimate goal, nirvBl?a, is identical to the path
which leads away from greed, hatred, and ignorance, or--as stated
positively--the path which cultivates compassion.

An examination of the

path to nirvill}a reveals that compassion plays an integral role in the
fulfillment of the human potential, the attainment of nirvBl}a.

The Middle Path to Nirvir}a

The Theravada tradition is based on the most fundamental
principles of the Buddha's teachings:
an end to suffering.

there is suffering, and there is

The way to the end, and the end itself, are

contained within the Four Noble Truths which make up the Pali Middle
Path 9 "which gives vision and knowledge, which leads to Calm, Insight,

__

._-----_.-...--_.._----....
9. The Pali "Middle Path" (majjhima patipacJB.) was described by the
Buddha in his first sermon after attainii1g Enlightenment (the Sermon at
Benares which is called "Setting in Motion the Wheel of Truth", or
DhammacakkapavattanaButta).

.
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.

Enlightenment, nirvana"·10

While the Four Noble Truths are shared by

all Buddhist traditions, it is particularly the

Therav~da

tradition which

holds them as the sole essence of the Truth to be realized if one is to
actualize one's human potential.

To live according to the Four Noble

Truths is to direct oneself toward the cessation of suffering and
ultimately to the attainment of nirvBl}a.

The role of compassion in the

attainment of nirvlII?a is found through an examination of the teachings
of the middle path.
There is no doubt that life is filled with occasions for
unhappiness and suffering--such is the first Noble Truth, the Truth of
dukkha.

Indeed, life itself--birth, change, old age, sickness, and death-

-is dukkha.

The second Noble Truth, sumudaya, explains the cause or

arising of dukkha, namely, attachment or grasping and desire (tal}ha).
Because people place such ignorant and selfish demands on life, they
are moved to act in ways which only increase their own and others'
suffering.

The basic objects of tanh'S are sense-pleasure, existence and
•

becoming, and freedom from the trauma of becoming and dying.

It is

precisely the desire for these things which keeps all beings bound in
sarpsars or cyclic existence, which is necessarily filled with dukkha.
The third Noble Truth, nirodha (sometimes called the Truth of
Nirval'}s) , is the cessation of dukkha.

It is also termed ta.phakkays, or

the extinction of desire and attachment.
noble wisdom.

Tal'}h'iikkaya "is the absolute

This deliverance, founded on Truth, is unshakable .... [One

who knows this] is endowed with this Absolute Truth.

For, the Absolute

....".".-...
...
...--.., - 10. From Sermon at Benares, quoted in W. Rahula, WBT, p. 45.
~,.~-- . -

~
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Noble Truth (paranaIp ariyasaccaI[l) is

Nibb~na

[Pali for nirvBl]aJ, which

is Reality."ll
NirV8I?a itself is beyond all conception, reasoning, and duality.

However, if one can cultivate wisdom according to the fourth Noble
Truth, the Noble Eight-fold Path (magga) , one can see and know the
reality of nirvii1]a.

It consists of right understanding, right thought,

right speech, right action, right livelihood, right effort, right
mindfulness, and right concentration, all of which are defined in terms
of the benefit they provide.

As one develops a life according to these

eight categories, one simultaneously perfects one's sila (ethical conduct),
one's samadhi (mental discipline), and one's panflil (wisdom).

While the

attainment of nirvlI'1]a is the ultimate goal of Theravada practice, the
cultivation of right conduct, wisdom, and discipline increases one's
ability and motivation to act selflessly and compassionately for all
beings.
The Theraviida tradition sees the perfection of sila, samadhi, and
panna to be essential in the attainment of nirvBl}a, and thus Theravada

training emphasizes the development of these three requisites above all
else.

When they are fulfilled one attains the "vision of true knowledge"

and "unassailable" deliverance from the fetters of cyclic existence. 12
As the teachings of the middle path explain the cultivation and
perfection of aDa, samlrdhi, and panfia, so they also reveal the

il'~-·-"F;o;-·theDhBtuvibbahga-sutta (#140)in the Majjhima-nikaya, quoted
in Rahula, WBT, p. 39. Other philosophic discourses make it clear that
the cessation of attachment is the equivalent of the cessation of sam sara
itself.
12. From the Sermon at Benares, SaIpyutta-nikaya (LVI. 11); quoted in
Rahula, WBT, p.94.
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importance of compassion in the attainment of nirvBl}a.

Compassion

takes on a practical role in the actual practice of one who follows the
middle path to attain the ultimate human goal of nirvlIlJ.a.

The Arahant

Because the goal of the Theraviida tradition is the attainment of
nirvana, the one who lives on the middle path, perfecting ethical

conduct, concentration, and wisdom (sDa, samadhi, and panna), is the
active embodiment of that ideal.

Such an individual is the Arahant.13

The Arahant concept has such a central position in early Buddhism that
one may look to the Arahant-ideal to reveal not only more about the
nature of the path, but also about the goal itself.

It is clear that

Arahantship and the realization of nirV8l}a is the goal toward which
humans should aspire;

less clear is the role of compassion in the

attainment of that goal.
The Theravada tradition explicates the nature of the Arahant as
the embodiment and actualization of the middle path in the following
terms:

The Arahant "grasps at nothing whatever in the world ... he

himself attains the perfect peace; ... he knows that birth is at an end,
that the higher life [brahmacariyam] has been fulfilled, that what had to
_. __._ .....

, ~_, .,_

..... ,_,.'.... '.'"t"H_."'._,.,_"_,.""_..,_........

13. Arahant, from the root, arh, meaning to deserve or be worthy. In
the Theravada tradition an Arahant is a person who has achieved the
goal of religious life. See E. Conze, Buddhist Texts Throughout the
Ages (New York: Harper and Row, 1964), pp.42-45, and Buddhist Thought
in India (London: Allen and Unwin, 1962), pp. 166f; I.B. Horner, Early
Buddhist Theory of Man Perfected, (London: Routledge and Kegan Paul,
1979), pp. 118-120, 133, and 96-177; N. Katz Images of Human
Perfection (Delhi: MotHal Banarsidass, 1982);
Encyclopedia of Buddhism,
pp. 41-43; Pali Text Society Dictionary, p. 77.
1
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be done has been accomplished, and that after this present world there
is no beyond. "14
ignorance;

.

The Arahant is beyond tanhil (craving), and beyond

an Arahant is perfected in the training of higher ethics,

higher thought (adhicitta) , and higher wisdom (adhipanna) , and has thus
completed the essence of the middle path;

the Arahant is "one who has

put an end to suffering"15 and rebirth, "has become purified,"16 and,
through individual effort, has achieved nirvlt1]a.
The discourses of the Buddha explicitly encourage the practices
leading to Arahantship, as well as describe the characteristics of the
Arahant.

But it is not immediately clear that the Arahant's attainment of

'personal liberation' from sarp.sara includes the element of compassion as
it is found in the Enlightenment of the Buddha.
Canon the goal of

nirv~1]a

Throughout the Pali

is upheld for all beings, but the texts vary

greatly on the issue of whether the Arahant's liberation is equal to the
Buddha's Enlightenment;

if it is, then the Arahant would necessarily

manifest compassion for all beings as does the Buddha.

If the Arahant

does not attain the Enlightenment of the Buddha, one must look
elsewhere for an indication that compassion is an inherent element of
the middle path to nirvsQa.
While in the earliest texts (such as the Maha-vagga) the conditions
for the attainment of Enlightenment are comparable for the Buddha and
the Arahant, a divergence eventually grows between Buddhahood and
Arahantship.

In the Pali scriptures one can trace the development of

14·~-D.N .xv j·2- (PTS-·t~ansl.) in Katz, IHP, p.2
15. M.N. 46-47, in Katz, IHP, pp.5-6.
16. M.N. 39, ibid, p.7.
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qualities attributed to the Buddha and see that gradually Buddhahood
becomes something more than that which an Arahant can attain.17
Within the Theravilda tradition, the view that the Buddha and the
Arahant are two very different beings seems to have developed out of
(or concurrently with) a tendency to deify the Buddha but retain
liberation as a goal attainable by humans. 1s

However, even in the

earliest texts at least one soteriologically crucial distinction is
maintained by means of a statement frequently used in reference to the
Buddha but never in reference to an Arahant:
There is one person whose birth is for the welfare and
happiness of many folk, who is born out of compassion for the
world .... It is a Tathagata, ... a fully Enlightened One. [The
Buddha], monks, is that one person. 19
This difference between the Buddha and the Arahant could
support the criticism (made, for example, by some Mahayanists) that the
Arahant does not manifest the compassion of the Buddha.

For example,

if an Arahant is not a natural and spontaneous teacher "born out of

compassion" as is the Buddha, then one might claim that, whereas the
Buddha is engaged in the activity of compassionately helping others
attain liberation from suffering, the Arahant is concerned only with selfliberation.

But it proves to be the case that the Enlightenment of the

17. Katz presents a good case for this claim based on works in the
Sutta Pitaka alone. Personal conversations with Sinhalese monks and
scholars' has led me to the same conclusion.
18. "Whilst the title of 'Sambuddha' [used in the Pali Canon to refer to
the Buddha) ... is restricted to him whom we call 'the Buddha' , ... and whilst
the uncompounded form 'buddha' throughout the Canon usually has the
same denotation, there are in the Sutta-Nipata some half dozen instances
of its use in a more extended sense so as to embrace ... 'the Noble ones
who are alive to the Four Truths' of Buddhism ..... it seems a priori
probable that what was in Buddhism at first a title open to all bhikkuB
of highest 'comprehension' or 'enlightenment', came later to be confined
to the Founder alone" R. Chalmers, Buddha's Teaching, (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1932), p.xix.
19. Katz, IHP, pp.121-122, cites A.N.(22); cf. M.N.(llO). Also Aronson, LS,
p. 3.
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Arahant is not limited solely to personal liberation from suffering.

In

the Theravada tradition (as in the Mahayana and Vajrayi'ina), there can
be no personal liberation;

liberation is impossible if one maintains any

distinction between Iself' and lother' or believes in the existence of such
duality.

The Arahant, as well as the Buddha, has a non-dualistic view

of the universe and thus regards all beings as equally important.

This

point is crucial in establishing the place of compassion within the
Theravada tradition.

COmpassion on the Theraviida Path

In the Pali scriptures, the Buddha did not often admonish his
disciples to do beneficial things for the world out of compassion
(karU.r;IB), but rather out of anukarnpa.

Anukarnpa is generally

etymologically interpreted to mean "being moved in accordance with, or
in response to, others" and thus is like sympathy.zo

It is not

dependent upon rigorous practices of mental cultivation (bhavana) or
meditation as is compassion, but is an innate concern that is
spontaneously felt for others.

Anukampa is both a foundation for

spiritual development and a sustaining force for all further spiritual
cultivation.
As one deepens one's understanding of the arising and cessation
of

d"~kha

and takes up the path which dispels the ignorance causing

selfishness, one grows in compassion.
20. Aronson, LS p. 3.

The strength of compassion
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ultimately becomes a force by and in which one lives.

This process is

exemplified by the countless stories in the Jiitaka which tell of the great
selfless acts of the Buddha as a Bodhisattva: his offering his
possessions, body, and even life for the benefit of others.

Such

compassion depends upon and develops coextensively with wisdom;

only

one who understands the dukkha of all phenomena and has let go of
attachment to all things is able to act purely out of compassion.

But

before one attains this fully liberated state which manifests compassion,
one cultivates one's mind through meditative practices, teaching, and
receiving alms.

Such cultivation should always be in accordance with, if

not motivated by, anukampa. 21
Liberation of the mind from attachment, grasping, and all states
which nourish dukkha, is inseparable from the development of metta
(love) and karuna (compassion).

The Path of Purification's22

discussion

of the process involved in liberating the mind explains at length the
steps taken in the cultivation of metta.

The practitioner begins with

the thought, "may I be happy and free from suffering."

Upon

recognizing that others want such happiness as well, one extends this
wish to one's spiritual teacher, friends, parents, and eventually to all
sentient beings.

The attitude of metta is an important precursor to

great compassion and enhances the equananimous extension of
compassion to all beings.

21. The Drgha-Nikaya quotes the Buddha: "Monks, you should carefully
assume those p"o..ctices which I have taught for the sake of direct
knowledge [of nirv8,Qa] .... This is for the welfare of the multitudes, the
happiness of the multitudes, the benefit, welfare, and happiness of gods
and humans. This is out of sympathy with the world." -D.N.ii.119.
22. The Path of Purification, or Visuddhimagga, is a fifth century work
by Buddhaghosa.
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An older text from the Pali Canon, the Metta-sutta, suggests, "He
who is skilled in good and who wishes to attain that state of Calm
should act thus:
.... Contented, easily supported, with few duties, of simple
livelihood, controlled in senses, discreet, not impudent, he should
not be greedily attached to families •••• Then he should cultivate his
thoughts thus: Mayall beings be happy and secure j may their
minds be contented ••.. Let one's thoughts of boundless love pervade
the whole world-above, below and across--without any obstruction,
without any hatred, without any enmity .••. Whether one stands,
walks, or lies down ••• one should maintain this mindfulness. This,
they say, is the Sublime State in this life. "23
If one begins a meditation with thoughts of the love that one does

experience, for example, from and for one's parents, and then reflects
that all beings are, at some time, one's father and mother, one develops
the equananimous metts and karul]B which breaks down the distinctions
between 'self' and 'other'.
Metta itself is an antidote to unwholesome thoughts arising from
ignorance and selfishness.

One who cultivates metts for all living

beings is protected from enmity, and is thus freed. 24

According to the

Gradual Sayings, there is "no other phenomena to compare with the

'liberation of the mind which is love' (metts cetovimutti) in its ability to
prevent anger from arising and in its ability to remove anger that has
already arisen. "211

The Buddha also says that anyone who seeks mental

cultivation or liberation independently of metta is open to infinite
dangers.

The cultivation of metta is the foundation of all further

development such as compassion, concentration, insight, and wisdom.
Metta does not arise or manifest itself in one whose sole object of

__._-_ _._._-

attainment is nirvBF!aj

---_.

mp.tta depends upon and is coextensive with the

....

Kathavatthu (56lf.); quoted in Rahula, WBT, pp. 97-S; and Katz,
IHB, p. 160.
24. A.N.iv.150-51, quoted in Aronson, LS, pp. 57-S.
25. Ibid., p. 40; cites A.N.i.4; A.N.iii.196-19S, 244.

23.
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insight and wisdom that perceives suffering to be a condition of all
samfiisric life.

Such perception reveals that nirvana is not a 'thing'

which one can 'gain' independently of others beings.

Realizing this fact

leads first to a deeper understanding of the Four Noble Truths and
ultimately to the attainment of an Arahant, one who has destroyed the
fetters of

sam~Bra

and who manifests metta and compassion at all times.

One Pali doctrine particularly relevant to the cultivation of
and karu1}8 is that of anatta (no self; no soul).

mett~

The essence of this

doctrine is that there is no 'individual' existence, no 'self-dependent'
entity or personality.

All things (dhammas) are conditioned, arising in a

process of wholly interdependent mental and physical phenomena.
Included is that which we refer to as the 'self' or 'soul'; there is no
abiding "I" or ego in the aggregates which constitute the 'person'.

All

such delimited forms are only mental projections onto constituents which
are mutually conditioned or co-dependent.

Upon realizing the truth of

this doctrine, one cannot be driven by desires designed to satisfy only
one's 'self'.
All meditational practices seek to develop one or more of the four
divine or sublime attitudes (brahmavihara) which exemplify our ability to
be truly unselfish.
love),

karu.I;i~

These attitudes are formalized as:

metta (unselfish

(compassion), mudita (sympathetic joy in others' well-

being), and upekkh'B (equanimity).

Metta, the attitude of offering what

one can for another's welfare without discrimination, is an effective
antidote to anger.

Karu-';la, the attitude which aims to remove another's

suffering, counteracts tendencies to inflict harm upon others.
dissolves envy and displeasure.
equally.

Mudita

Upekkha extends benefit to all beings
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Inherent in the definitions of metta, karUl;ia, and mudita, is the
implication that they manifest themselves in a real way;
themselves, motivating forces.

they are, in

While these three are each essential, the

Buddha clearly emphasized the cultivation of metta (unselfish love) more
frequently than the others, as he regarded it to be the most powerful
aid to further development.

As anukampa (innate sympathy) is

recommended for the development of beings who do not yet necessarily
manifest metta, at a higher level, metta is recommended as the most
basic and beneficent of the sublime attitudes.

The cultivation of metta,

which contributes to the well-being of others, leads to greater
compassion

(karu~a)

which entails an active intention to remove the

suffering of others.
In the Pali scriptures and scholarly works, the fourth

brahmavihara, upekkha, is regarded as the 'highest';

it is a necessary

attitude for attaining the state wherein no ignorance, enmity,
attachments, or selfishness can arise: the state which manifests metta
and karu1;la at all times.

It is often regarded as the foundation of the

middle path, as all other practices depend upon it.

Upekkha is the attitude that sees all beings equally, without
discrimination, including one's 'self'.

Because there is no 'self', one

sees that all of sentient life is equally important, bound in dukkha, and
in need of liberation.

The attitude of upekkha does not grasp onto an

'I' and therefore conquers greed and aversion. lI6

26. M.N.i.424; D.N.iii.248,

It is an even-minded,

quoted in Aronson, LS, p.86.
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pure state that preserves the wholeness and balance of the other three
attitudes.

Great compassion, which is manifest equally for all beings, is

dependant upon upekkha, and these two factors along with perfect
wisdom constitute the Enlightenment to be developed and lived.

The Normative Ethic:

"Withdrawal"?

Many scholars have interpreted the word 'upekkha' to mean
'indifference', and they have used this term to describe the ideal
Buddhist as the humanity-forsaking ascetic who, with the goal of
existing in a painless, emotionless state, renounces all concern for
others and for life in this world.

Western scholars

have claimed that

detachment and a solitary goal of personal liberation comprise the most
valued, normative ethic of the Theravada tradition. IT

But withdrawal is

not the accepted and respected aspect of Buddhist practice.

Certainly

upekkh'B has an aspect which can be described as 'emotionless'; there is
no doubt that stilling the emotions is a Theravada ideal.

But this notion

must be viewed in the context of the entire path of liberation as it is
expressed by the words and life of the Buddha.
Solitary meditation is a necessary aspect of the Theravada path;
the Buddha, both as Sumheda and as Siddnartha Gotama, spent years in
'retreat' for the sake of developing the realization of the Four Noble
Truths before he attained the state of Enlightenment which "-. aturally
27. Winston King, In the Hope of Nibbana (La Salle: Open Court, 1964);
Melford Spiro, Buddhism and Society: A Great Tradition and its Burmese
Vicissitudes (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982); Max Weber,
The Religions of India (Glencoe: Free Press, 1958).
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benefits others.

There are many sutras in and commentaries on the

Sutta Pitaka that admonish practitioners to 'guard the senses' by giving
up the house-holder's life; becoming a bhikku (monk), and developing
mental clarity by overcoming sense-pleasure, emotions, and desire.

But

one "rightly goes forth from home to the homeless life" for the sake of

brahmacariyam or Arahantship;28

brahmacariyam is the state toward

which the 'seclusion' is directed;

only one who has reached this state

realizes the non-harmfulness, wholesomeness, equanimity, and wisdom
embodied in the Four Noble Truths and thus becomes able to
spontaneously manifest compassion for all beings.
Conze finds that "a large dose of misanthropy spices Buddhist
loving-kindness [metta]," referring to the fact (pointed out earlier) that
aversion seems to be the initial motivation for taking up the path, and
only later does one develop true metta.

"True love [metta] can only be

found in contact with the truth, and the truth can only be found in
solitude. "29
together;

This is to say that metta and wisdom must be cultivated
they are interdependent.

Although (contrary to Conze) the

scriptures do support the development of metta and wisdom through
relationship with society, there are times when solitude is appropriate.
Meditation is appropriate not only at the beginning of one's mental
development, but even in more enlightened states as well.

Meditation

eventually becomes mindfulness and great awareness in all situations of
life;

the Buddha and Arahant maintain meditation as fully liberated

beings, having fully developed the four brahmavihBra (sublime
attitudes).

Thus, meditation for them is not cut off from life.

28. A.N.iii.376, quoted in Katz, IHP, p. 14.
29. Edward Conze, Further Buddhist Studies
p.48.

Rather.

(London: Luzac, 1975),
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they continue to be most connected with the lives of all sentient beings,
even so that they can teach and benefit all beings equally.
This last point speaks to the important question of the
relationship between meditation and compassionate action.

Much of

Theravada practice consists of the cultivation of certain attitudes in
meditational practice.

This does not mean, however, that compassion and

other aspects of spiritual development remain confined within the mind
of the meditator.

In one's own life, the attitudes (e.g. the

brahmavihara) cultivated in meditation are said to effect a balancing

influence on one's behavior and protect one from the power of
unwholesome thoughts and situations.

This is necessary for strength

and further development along the path;

as was pointed out, the

sublime attitudes and other perfections are antidotes to those tendencies
which keep one trapped in sarpsara.

Mental cultivation then extends to

one's external life, affecting one's ability to respond to and express
oneself within all situations in a beneficial way.

Thus, such meditation

clearly manifests itself in the world through the attitudes thereby
cultivated. 30

30. It is possible that the practice of cultivating the sublime attitudes in
meditation can directly benefit others. There is at least one instance
where the Pali texts (the Path of Purification) state that the meditative
cultivation of metta directly and beneficially affects others' attitudes:
" ••.• [there is an] extraordinary dimension to love cultivated in
[meditation]: practitioners can help others •.• through their meditative
development as well." Aronson, LS, p.51.
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The Arahant Ethic

The Arahant, having fully developed the four brahmavihara, lives
'selflessly' in society.

The Arahant has "crossed over", or left this

world as it is characterized by ignorance and selfishness.

Having

realized selflessness (anatrn) and other foundations of Buddhist wisdom,
the Arahant has in this sense been released from this world.

"For

Buddhism, the self and the world are coterminous and coextensive" .31
However, the Arahant does continue to be involved with the lives of all
beings, and does benefit them in various ways.
In the context of the Arahant, equanimity (upekkha) can not mean
emotionless indifference.

As Katz points out, the detachment which is

inherent in upekkh'B is "detachment from the self .... the non-reference of
feelings to self" .32

Feelings and emotions are personal responses to

individual experiences of the world.

One would thus expect that

feelings and emotions must be rooted in the 'self', at least in so far as
a distinction between 'self' and 'other' is made.

But non-attachment

makes it possible to experience emotion and motivation in a non-selfreferential way.

Katz goes on to make a distinction between emotion

which is rooted in 'self', and emotion which is somehow not contingent
on 'self'.33

He makes this distinction for the sake of retaining a 'pure'

or unself-ful type of motivation for spiritual development.

This is a

useful distinction, for it makes intelligible the Arahant's ability to be

31. Katz, IHP, p. 151.
32. Ibid., pp. 151-52.
33. Ibid. pp. 151-61.
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motivated by emotions while still maintaining upekkha (equanimity).
'Emotions' in this context refer to metta and karuna--attitudes which are
not rooted in 'self' but are wholly self-less.
The Buddha admonishes the Arahants to go out and teach the
Dharma for the benefit and welfare of all beings.

The Buddha himself,

upon his Enlightenment, doubted whether he should bother to teach, but
decided that it is natural for a Tathagata--one who has attained
Enlightenment--to do so, given his perfect wisdom and compassion.

In

the Sutta Pitaka it is clear that the Arahant teaches as well, by virtue
of the perfected brahmavihara or selfless motivation which is
spontaneously manifest for all.
Having developed insight and wisdom, an Arahant is able to "serve
with acts of love" .34

In accepting alms from the laity, an Arahant gives

others the opportunity to practice and express the attitudes (e.g.
generosity) which they need to cultivate for their own spiritual
development.

An Arahant is also an exemplar of spiritual cultivation.

In

a more active role, an Arahant is a compassionate friend and teacher of
the Dharma.
Because metta, karu.l}s, mudit:B, and upekkha arise in dependence
on the cessation of greed, hatred, and ignorance, the liberated,
enlightened state itself must continue to manifest these brahmavihara.
Liberation from this world is simultaneous with Arahantship, the
perfection of the human potential, and is "for the good of the many, for
the happiness of the many, for love toward the world, for the
advantage, the good, the happiness of gods and men. "35

34. Aronson, LS, p. 39.
35. D.N.ii.119.
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The Bodhisattva Ideal in Mahayana Buddhism

The Mahayana traditions claim to be rooted in the same teachings
of the Buddha that are preserved in the earliest Pali literature of
Theravada.

But Mahayana Buddhists interpreted, extended, and

reappropriated those teachings in accordance with the intellectual and
spiritual climate of their own contemporaneous situation;

thus Mahayana

expressions and embodiments of the Buddhist ideal differ in varying
degrees from the Sutta

Pi~ka.

They, nonetheless, preserve the basic

aspiration toward the highest ideal embodied by the Buddha, namely,
that of an enlightened being.
The Mahayana development most directly relevant to the focus of
this paper is that of the Bodhisattva ideal.

The Bodhisattva is one who,

at some point on the path to Enlightenment, vows to postpone his/her
own salvation in order to work for the liberation of all beings.
There has been much speculation that the Bodhisattva ideal grew
up in reaction to a tendency toward "spiritual selfishness" and
reclusiveness on the part of Hinayana monks due to their limited goal of
Arahantship.36

The Mah'8yanists perceived the Hinayana monks to be

concerned only with their own Enlightenment, even to the point of being
indifferent towards less-enlightened beings.

This selfishness, claim some

Mahayanists, is ultimately exemplified by the belief in self-liberation,
namely, that the monk's goal is to leave this world behind and enter
nirva1:la as soon as he/she gains enough merit.

This goal is equated

with the Arahant who, upon attaining nirv8-?a, has "done what was to be
36. See, for example, Conze, Further Buddhist Studies, Har Dayal, The
Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature (Delhi: Motilal
Banarsidass, 1978), and Dutt, Aspects of Mahayana Buddhism and its
Rela tion to llinayana.
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done" and left the realm of suffering.

To emphasize that the Hinayana

goal is self-centered, the Mah1iyanists developed the notion of the

Pratyeka-buddha. 37

This is one who, following the Hinayiina path,

attains release from sarpssra independently of others and holds no ethic
of teaching or helping others on the path.

According to the Mahayana

view, this attitude indicates an incomplete understanding of the ultimate
human goal.
Because the Manayanists conceived of an ultimate Enlightenment
which they believed to be beyond the Hinayana goal of

nirv:§~a,

they

made a clear distinction between the "little" or "small" (hina) path and
the "great" (maha) path;

the goal towards which one aspires determines

the greatness of the path which one follows.

Mahayanists argued that

the Hinayanists' goal of release from sall,lsara represents a lesser
aspiration than their own aspiration of complete and supreme
Enlightenment for the sake of all sentient beings.
In pursuit of the final goal, each path is qualified by distinctive
practices.

Hinaylma practices, according to

Mah~yanists,

at the cultivation of the ultimate wisdom of Buddha-hood.

are not aimed
The Buddha's

teaching, they insist, is not an individualistic system of solitary training
designed to benefit only those who practice it.

Rather, it is based on

the interrelationship of all things and therefore must be practiced in
relationship with all beings.

Mahayana practices thus aim specifically at

the cultivation of wisdom and compassion expressed through the
Bodhisattva vow which culminates in the realization of sunyatB
(emptiness)--the full attainment of a Buddha.

37. Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit Literature,
p. 3, and pp. 1-49 passim.
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Mahayanists put forth an argument which upholds the Bodhisattva
over and above the Arahant with respect to the Buddhist goal of
Enlightenment.

In fact, for Mahayanists, the wisdom and compassion

which they see to be necessary for Enlightenment are practiced to such
an extent that one can not personally hold nirv8l')B as a final goal while
others remain in sarpSBrB.

As will be shown, this goal is wholly

incompatible with both the wisdom and the compassion taught by the
Buddha.

The Bodhisattva concept came to be one of the major ideals of

Buddhism, serving as the basis for all practice on the Mahayana path to
Enlightenment.
Mahayanists hold that the ideal of nirVBJ;lB (as the cessation of
suffering or dukkhB) gained through conquering the "afflictions"
(ssrBVBs)38

of greed, hatred, and delusion, does not fulfill a being's full

potential, namely, Buddha-hood.

This position represents a critique of

the Hinay1mists who affirm nirvBJ;lB as the goal of the Arahant:
Arahant has destroyed the fetters of existence
nirVal,la. 39

the

and has thus won

It was noted by some early Mahayanists that, according to

the earliest records of the Buddha's first sermons, the Buddha did not
use the word "nibbana" (Pali for

nirv~1}B),

but spoke rather of

BnuttarB sBmma-sBmbodhi ("perfect supreme Enlightenment").

--.-.-Al.- -------'-----'.'- ..
38. AsrBVB (Skt.):

~---

..---...

They used

the tendencies which cause bondage and Buffering,
or which maintain cyclic existence. While there are numerous
categorizations of "afflictions" which bind one in sBIpssrB, they are all
subsu;--:d in the three afflictions of greed, hatred, and delusion.
39. The formulae and descriptions of the Arahant in Mahayima literature
are surprisingly consistent with those of the Piili texts, and therefore,
in the present context, may be used referentially. See, for example,
A vadanB-JatBka, Divy-avadanB, SBddharmB-pu{Jc!Brika, and CBtB-sshBsrik'B
PrBjna-parBmita.
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this as evidence to support the goal of supreme Enlightenment--equal to
the Buddha's--above the mere attainment of nirvB{la. 40

In fact, they

even quote a congregation of five hundred Arahants complaining of their
own incompleteness:
We have always [wrongly] thought thus: "this is our
final nirvBl1a; we are finally released." We have been
foolish and unwise; we have not known the right way. And
why? Because we have been content with this sort of
inferior (insignificant) knowledge, whereas we should have
acquired perfect Enlightenment through the knowledge of
the Tathagata.
[Saddharma Pundarika Stitra 210:1-4J 41

..

Thus, the Arahant is regarded as inferior in light of the
aspiration to sambodhi, or Buddhahood, which is the goal of the
Bodhisattva.

The sambodhi of a Buddha, furthermore, is characterized

by the perfection of wisdom

(praJnllp~ramit~)

and great compassion.

The

Arahant's goal of nirvB{la, contend the Mahay§.nists, disregards the
importance of perfect wisdom and to that extent also ignores the infinite
opportunities to bestow compassion in the world.
Mahayanists argue that the Bodhisattva, on the other hand, is
motivated and sustained in his/her practice by compassion, strives to
attain the supreme prajna (wisdom, intuition), and in so doing, increases
his/her ability to lead others along the path to ultimate Enlightenment.
Furthermore, rather than denying the world of his/her skill and
compassion by entering nirvBQa, the Bodhisattva chooses to remain in a
form which can help all beings until all have been liberated.

40. Har Dayal, The Bodhisattva Doctrine in Buddhist Sanskrit
Literature,p. 4, cites the Vinaya-PiVkaID i, II.23.
41. Ibid., p. 13-14.
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Compassion in Miidhyamika Ontology

The Bodhisattva ideal is consistent with developments in Buddhist
metaphysics which provide the ontological ground for the inseparability
of perfect wisdom and great compassion.
through the huge body of

Such an ontology is expressed

PraJflBp~ramita

which elaborate the concept of Bunyata.

(perfection of wisdom) texts 1

Sunyata is often defined as

"emptiness", or "voidness", referring to the lack of inherent or
independent existence of individual entities.

It denotes the ever-

changing, ungraspable, and interdependent nature of all existence, and,
as such, is also characterized by the term "suchness" (tathata).
"Suchness" is simultaneously the principle of emptiness which underlies
all phenomena, and 'the way things are' due to their essential emptiness
of inherent self-existence (svabhBva).

The concept of sunyata is

essential to the path to Enlightenment and provides the primary basis
for great compassion.
The PrajnaparamitB texts were not given critical attention until
Nagar juna, Indian Buddhism's most famous philosopher, later elucidated
them through his own writings.

Although most of the philosophical

discourses in the Prajnapllramita and in Nagar juna's works emphasize
the wisdom which apprehends siinyatli, compassion is an integral part of
such wisdom and is upheld at all levels on the way toward sambodhi or
Buddha-hood.

In the life of the Bodhisattva,

prajfiilpBramit~

amounts to

42-:-" Th~-;;~-;:d"pr;j~iiparamita literally means 'the perfection of wisdom',
and is used in this context; when referring to the body of literature
by the same name, the word will be capitalized.
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wise action leading all beings along the path to Enlightenment and thus
entails the expression of compassion.
If you and the world wish to gain
The highest enlightenment,
Its roots are an altruistic aspiration
To enlightenment firm like Meru, the king of
mountains,
Compassion reaching in all directions,
And wisdom which relies not on duality.
[Precious Garland, 174c-1751

As will be further explained, compassion and wisdom operate
interdependently in the development of the highest Enlightenment.
Compassion both leads to and grows out of the wisdom of non-dual
understanding which culminates in the realization of siinyatii.
Particularly at the level of highest Enlightenment, equal to that of the
Buddha, the ultimate wisdom of 'iinyata is actively expressed through
great compassion.
N8.gar juna is regarded by many as the founder of the Miidhyamika
(lit. middle or central) School.

Although the Buddha's earliest

discourses teach what is called a "middle way" through the Noble Eightfold path leading to Enlightenment, N8.gar juna re-interpreted the notion
of the middle way.

While it had always been upheld in terms of ethical,

physical conduct (e.g. avoiding the extremes of sensuality on the one
hand and asceticism on the other), NSgarjuna emphasized that the middle
way applies to metaphysical understanding as well.

Thus, one should

not become attached to the extremes, for example, of tis' or tis not', or
of teternalism' or nihilism. u

In fact, there is no view or concept which

is absolute, and no view should be grasped as such.
43.

Attachment to

This point is also made in the PilIi Brahmajala Sutta and Di'gha
Nikaya I, works which significantly pre-date Nagar juna.
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views implies the belief in a perduring self-existence, which, according
to the teaching on dependent origination, keeps one trapped beneath an
ever-turning wheel of sarpsara. u
Attachment to ideologies based on ethical behavior and compulsive
performance,
Opinionatedness about the perishable constituents, and
indecisiveness-Know that these three bind one completely .to Sarpsara
And close the gates to the city of liberation.
[Letter, 51]45
Nagarjuna, furthermore, elucidated the notion of the "middle way"
in terms of the concept of "two truths".

The "two truths" are

paramartha satya ('absolute' or 'unconditioned' truth) and sarpvrti satya

('conventional' or 'conditioned' truth).

Nagarjuna repeatedly states that

these are basic to the Buddha's teachings, and that "those who do not
know the distinction between these two truths do not understand the
profound meaning in the teachings of the Buddha. "46
The paramartha satya is the knowledge of "the real" without any
obscuration, distortion, or limitation.

'4-.r.---The

"The paramartha is the

Abhidh~'i-~a -lit~rature and the Prajna-pTiramitli texts deals
extensively with the issues of self-existence and dependent origination.
See also: K.Gyatso, Meaningful to Behold (London: Tharpa Publications,
1986); T.R.V. Murti, The Central Philosophy of Buddhism; A Study of the
Miidhyamika System (London: George Allen and Unwin, 1960); Rabten,
Echoes of Voidness (London: Wisdom Publications, 1983); and D.T. Suzuki,
Outlines of MahTiyiina Buddhism (New York: Schocken Books, 1963). That
the belief in a self causes sarpsiiric entrapment exists in the Pilli texts
as well, as the doctrine of anatta (Skt. anlItman) or no-soul.
45. Also see Sarpyutta-NiklIya, II: 17, 20, 23; and Karika XV:
46. Karika, XXIV: 8-9, cited in Murti, CPB, p. 243; and K.V. Ramanan,
Nagar juna's Philosophy as Presented in the Maha-prajiiiiparamitii Sastra
(Rutland, VT: Harvard-Yenching Institute,1966), p. 48. Nagarjuna claims
that the earliest teachings, including that which is recorded in the Pali
literature, do contain the teachings of siinyata and the "two truths"-that the conditioned is, in its ultimate nature, unconditioned, due to the
non-substantiality of the elements of existence (dh~-ma-siinyatB): Mahaprajnaparamita Sifstra 86a, 416a, 650c, 756b, cited in Ramanan, NP.
Before the PrajnapTiramitli was written the Mahasangikas clearly
emphasized "the ultimacy of the unconditioned reality" through a twotruth approach (see Conze, BTl, and A §hort History of Buddhism; Murti,
CPB; Ramanan, NP).
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unutterable (anabhilapya), the unthinkable, the unteachable .... "47

It is

the 'unconditioned' in that it is not dependent on our relative
perceptions or delimitations of it; it is the cosmos as it exists free of
our categories of objects.
as empirical reality.

Sarpvrti satya is

that which is experienced

It is the world as we see it through conventional

definitions and delimitations. 48
Madhyamika, avoiding extremes, accepts both truths as they are
functionally expressed in this phenomenal realm.

The sapvrti satya--

formulations, constituents, modes, even concepts--is real.

In fact, in so

far as determinate entities and conventions are what gives expression to
human lives, they are necessary.

Within human experience, they are

essential for development along the path to perfect wisdom.

The

paramartha satya, although inapprehensible by a phenomenal
perspective, is equally real at another level, and is experienced when
conventional sense perception ceases.
Paradoxically, while these two truths are distinct, they are not
only inseparable, but are both qualified by emptiness.
truths share the same ontological status:
independent self-existence.
the other.

That is, the two

each is empty of distinct,

One is only in relationship to or relative to

Furthermore, each term can be said to be a bi-polar

perspective on Truth:

an object as it is conventionally apprehended

and supposed to exist, although provisionally true, is not understood as
'an independent object' from an absolute or unconditioned perspective.
Similarly, the absolute or unconditioned cannot be explained or

47~ -" From the PitiipDtri.- Samagama, quoted in Santideva's Siksas§muccBya
and Bodhicaryavatara-panjika, cited by Murti, CPB, p.244.
48. For more on the "two truths", see Gyatso, MTB; Matics, Entering the
Path of Enlightenment (London: Mac Millon and Co., 1970); Murti, CPB;
Ramanan, NP.
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understood other than by the conventions and distinctions of the
phenomenal realm. 49

The essential interdependence of the two truths

makes it possible to understand the sunyata-ground of the Madhyamika
Miidhyamika practices work within and through

path to Enlightenment.

our phenomenal, conventional realm to the ultimate, ~iinyata.50
For Miidhyamika the sunyata-ontology (which emphasizes the
theory of the two truths) has a necessary ethical and epistemological
significance:

it provides a ground for asserting the essential

relationship between wisdom and compassion in the path to
Enlightenment.
In order to know' and teach sunyata, or to liberate beings limited
solely to seeing things in conventional terms, one must exist in both of
the two truths simultaneously, and thereby actually live the truth of
sunyata.

The Buddha is one who is the realization of sunyats;

the

Buddha realizes that the unconditioned is paradoxically within (i.e.
relative to) the phenomenal or

saIf.ls~ric

realm.

This realization makes it

possible to communicate siinyatB to all beings in ways appropriate to
each individual.

Such is the goal of the Bodhisattva, achieved through

the union of wisdom and compassion.
The Bodhisattva develops the wisdom of Bunyat'& by working
within the context of the phenomenal realm.

This reinforces a 'non-dual'

understanding--the understanding that, as all phenomenal entities are
interdependently conditioned, all are essentially related.

--.-- .-.-.-.,.,---.,--- - -.

,-,~--."

...-

Nagarjuna

49. For more on the basis of the distinction between the two realms,
see Hopkins, Meditation on Emptiness (London: Wisdom Publications,
1983), pp. 405-422; and Gyatso, Opening of the Wisdom Eye, passim.
50. Maha -prajnaparam ita Siistra 419c. For a brief explanation of the two
truths according to each of four Manayana systems, see Sopa and
Hopkins, Practice and Theory of Tibetan Buddhism (London: Rider, 1976),
pp. 71-72, 93-96, 113-14, 124-25, 135-26.

38
speaks of the "essential non-difference between the Buddhas and all
beings, of oneself and others" .51

Working within the phenomenal realm,

the Bodhisattva continually encounters the suffering in all life which
exists in this sarpsaric realm.

But due to a non-dual understanding, the

Bodhisattva sees her/himself and her/his own suffering as not different
from others and their suffering.

"It is this insight of the true nature

of things that is the basis of the universal compassion of the wise. "52
Wisdom is taught by means and conceptions which are necessarily
in the phenomenal realm, and mglir juna emphasizes that means and
conceptions by their very nature are never absolute.

This fact includes

the belief in independent or self-existence, which, as stated, entails
selfishness.

One who realizes that no concept or "view" is absolute

(and to that degree is not attached to the need to promote one's own
dogma), will be more likely to respond to the needs and abilities of
others and thus benefit them more skillfully.

One appreciates the fact

that each person comes to understanding and wisdom in his or her own
way, and perceives the other's needs as well as the expedient means to
help him/her gain freedom from suffering.

Because the wisdom of

Buddha-hood includes knowledge of all forms and all ways of all beings,
the Buddha and advanced Bodhisattvas have the ability to be fully
present in all situations and thus to respond appropriately to all

'5i~" -BODHiCARYXVAT~RA-PANJlKA p. 590, cited in Murti, CPB, p. 283.
52. Ramanan, NP, p. 68.
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beings. 53

Comprehending the non-dualistic nature of ~iinyata, one

works through the unbounded compassion which inspires the Buddhas
and Bodhisattvas. 54

Bodhicitta: An Imperative for Compassionate Action

The wisdom which manifests itself in compassionate action is
inherent in what the tradition refers to as bodhicitta, or the "altruistic
mind of Enlightenment".

On the philosophical level, bodhicitta is the

mind which comprehends 'iinyatii;

as Nagar juna explains it, "Bodhicitta

is free from all determination, i.e. it is not included in the categories of
five skandhas [factors of existence], twelve ayatanas [elements of senseperception], eighteen dh'Btus [physical elements], it is not a particular
existence which is palpable.

It is non-atmanic, universal.

uncreated and its self-essence is void. "55

It is

This is the mind which the

Bodhisattva seeks to develop for the sake of all beings.

Bodhicitta

entails a motivational force as well as a philosophical understanding; it
is the mind which has the firm aspiration towards supreme
._--_._-._..._-_..__._.._-_....._53. This applies not only to one's conduct on the path, but to one's
intellectual understanding as well. According to Chandrakirti, Nagar juna
wrote his MBdhyamika sBstra in part to expound the distinction between
two types of Buddhist scripture. One type (neyartha) deals with means
and the reality of the path expressed through things (e.g. atman,
skandhas, kle§as, etc.), which are not ultimately true. The other
(nitartha), deals with the paramartha and directly confronts the ultimate
goal of Enlightenment. Both are valid and teach prajnli, but to an
individual, one is likely to be more expedient than the other, according
to the individual's understanding. Ultimately, one must work through
both means in order to a ttain
Enlightenment. See Murti, CPB, p. 255 .
.54. Maha - prajnapara mita Sss tra, 85b-86a.
55. Quoted in Suzuki, Outlines of Mahayana Buddhism (New York:
Schocken Books, 1963), p. 297.
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Enlightenment:

the Bodhisattva "seeks to realize exhaustively all the

merits of the Buddha.

This thought of his is unbreakable,

indestructible, firm like the diamond mountain.

This is the meaning of

great mind [bodhicitta]. "116
Bodhicitta is not, then, merely the wisdom of ~iinyata which one

pursues with the goal of attaining Enlightenment.

The motivation which

underlies the development of bodhicitta is compassion.

Bodhicitta arises

as one takes up the path of the Buddha in order to help all beings gain
freedom from sarpsara.

"The citta (mind) of the Bodhisattva benefits

itself and benefits others; it helps everyone to cross the stream of birth
and death; it comprehends the true nature of everything; it fares on
the way to the highest sambodhij it is extolled by all men [sic] of
wisdom.

Therefore, it is this [citta] that is called the Bodhisattva. "57

The altruistic mind of Enlightenment is the basis of the practice
of the Bodhisattva deeds which, through the attainment of the six
perfections,58 carry one through the ten Bodhisattva grounds. 59

p

5S-:-·Mahli,,::p;aJlii i;:;iniii- Ssstra, 86a, quoted in Ramanan, NP, p.298.
57. Ibid_
58. The number of perfections taught in various Buddhist traditions
varies from six to ten, however, there seems to be no argument among
the traditions as to their meaningj essentially, the list consists of
giving, patience, effort, ethics, compassion, conduct, wisdom, and
mindfulness.
59. The ten grounds refer to increasing levels of perception which both
provide the basis for and arlse from compassion and wisdom. They are
designated by such terms as the "very joyful;" the "stainlessj" the
"luminousj" the "radiantj" the "difficult to overcomej" the "manifestj"
and so on. See Hopkins, Compassion in Tibetan Buddhism ((Ithica: Snow
Lion Publications, 1980), pp. 131-136.
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Nagarjuna identifies the perfections thus:
Briefly the virtues observed
By Bodhisattvas are
Giving, ethics, patience, effort,
Concentration, wisdom, compassion and so forth.eo
[Letter, 435]
He also discusses their benefits and gives some indication of their
interdependent relationship.

While wisdom gives rise to liberation, "from

compassion all aims are achieved".61

But all perfections must be

attained, for their "simultaneous" attainment eventuates in Buddhahood.
Although the perfections are listed as singular virtues, at the level of
perfection (at which the Bodhisattva is said to be virtuous), they are
one;

the Bodhisattva or Buddha manifests perfection or virtue, and not

a collection of independent virtues.

Compassion as the Basis of the Path to Enlightenment

Nagar juna's interpretation of Buddhist thought had a profound
influence on nearly all Indian Buddhist philosophers from the second
century C.E. onwards, but the Miidhyamika position, itself, was not
monolithic.

A common tendency among subsequent philosophers was to

interpret Nagar juna through other systems which failed to recognize
both the dynamic and the ultimate nature of sunyata. 62

Many

60. Niigarjuna explains the perfections and the "Bodhisattva grounds" in
great detail in other works. See, for example, his Bodhicittavivarana,
his Dharmadhatustotra, and especially hil'l Siitrasamuchch"aya.
61. N8garjuna's Letter to A Friend, 438.
62. For example, the Cittamatra ("mind-only") or the Svatantrika
systems. See Guenther, Mind in Buddhist Psychology (Emeryville:
Dharma Publishing, 1975); Hopkins, CTB; Newland, Compassion: A Tibetan
Analysis (London: Wisdom Publications, 1984).
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philosophers saw NSg'Arjuna's work as an exposition of nihilism refuting
all forms of phenomenal existence rather than simply the idea of an
inherent existence.

They, therefore, inferred that the practice of

compassion was unnecessary and meaningless in Nagar juna's system.
In order to clarify the meaning of the middle way intended by
Nagar juna, ChandrakTrti63 composed the Supplement to the Middle Way
(MBdhyamak'Bvatara).

He goes beyond N§garjuna with his emphasis on

compassion at all stages of the practice, claiming that it is the
necessary initial motivation as well as the sustaining power during the
development toward ultimate Enlightenment.

At Buddha-hood, with the

perfection of wisdom, the realization of the selflessness of phenomena
(sunyata) continues to manifest itself through great compassion for all

beings.

The Supplement is thus a treatise on the value of the

Bodhisattva path, as well as an explanation of the ten grounds of the
path.

It clearly

demonstrates the way in which each ground of

practice toward Buddha-hood depends upon and gives rise to wisdom
and compassion, and simultaneously maintains that compassion is the
foundation of all levels of practice.
In contrast to other Buddhist texts which initially pay homage to
particular Buddhas or Bodhisattvas, Chandrakirti begins his Supplement
in praise of compassion:
Mercy alone is seen as the seed
Of a Conqueror's [Buddha's] rich harvest,
As water for development and as
Ripening in a state of long enjoyment,
Therefore at the start I praise compassion.
[Supplement, ~J

63. Chandrakirti was a seventh century commentator of Nagar juna. His
numerous works primarily refute the charge that Mlidhyamika philosophy
is nihilistic.
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Compassion is seen as the cause of all development toward ultimate
Enlightenment in that it is the necessary element at all stages of the
path.

It is the seed which begins the Bodhisattva's vow to rescue all

beings from their suffering,

the water which sustains the Bodhisattva

in his or her resolve to attain full Enlightenment for the sake of all
beings and the practices necessary to do so, and the coming to fruition
of the Buddha's supreme Enlightenment which manifests great
compassion for all beings.
Recalling Nagar juna, Chandrakirti sets out the three roots or
'minds' necessary for the attainment of Enlightenment:
The mind of compassion, non-dual understanding,
And the altruistic mind of enlightenment64
are the causes of Children of Conquerors
[Bodhisattvas].
[Supplement, 1]
Chandrakirti clearly sees compassion to be the main cause of
Bodhisattva-hood, as the roots of the three 'minds' (cited above)
themselves originate in compassion.
Bodhisattvas" [1].

And, "Buddhas are born from

Further, "the state of Buddha-hood is only attained

through one's formerly having developed the state of a Bodhisattva on
the path of learning. "65

As well as "causing" in the sense of

"ripening" into Buddhahood, a Bodhisattva also causes Buddhahood by
inspiring an "altruistic mind of Enlightenment' in those who enter the
path;

the bodhicitta thus developed is unshakable in its resolve to

attain Enlightenment.

So, rather than initially praising Buddhas or

Bodhisattvas, Chandrakirti praises compassion as the seed from which all
development toward ultimate Enlightenment grows.
64. Note that ChandrakTrti has changed the order from Nagar juna's list
which begins with the altruistic mind of Enlightenment followed by
compassion and wisdom.
65. Tsong Kha-pa's commentary, in Hopkins, CTB, p. 107.

44
ChandrakTrti continues his Supplement with praise of compassion:
Homage to that compassion for migrators who are
Powerless like a bucket travelling in a well
Through initially adhering to a self, an 'I',
And then generating attachment for things, "This is
mine."
[Supplement, 3]
Migrators (sentient beings) "wander" through the realms of cyclic
existence due to the afflictions of greed, hatred, and ignorance.
Chandrakirti is not merely restating this Noble Truth taught by the
Buddha, but, through the use of the vivid bucket metaphor, inspiring
people to meditate on it in a way which will naturally give rise to
compassion.
In addition to vividly portraying the nature of suffering and its
cause, and indicating the methods to overcome suffering, Chandraklrti
suggests that the compassion generated through such reflection becomes
an important motivational force.

To a being on the path, suffering is a

seed of compassionj by becoming fully conscious of one's own suffering
and its causes, one identifies with and feels compassion for other beings
who suffer in cyclic existence.

When one understands the roots of

suffering one is more able to help liberate beings in the most skillful
way.

Thus, Chandrakirti argues, consciousness of oneself and others in

cyclic existence is a necessary foundation leading directly to compassion.
It is necessary to generate compassion not only for friends (which

comes naturally to everyone), but for all sentient beings equally.
are two effective practices which generate unbiased compassion.

There
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Aryadeva66 suggests that all sentient beings have been "friends" to
us--that is, have nurtured and supported us--since beginningless
time. 67

Even people whom we now regard as enemies have, at one time,

sustained us with care and compassion.

Chandrakirti explains how, by

regarding all sentient beings as friends, we will naturally "plunge into
cyclic existence for their sake, "68 or, in other words, take up the
Bodhisattva path. 69
The other method for generating compassion for all sentient
beings, presented by Santideva, consists of "exchanging self for other",
or meditating on the "equality of self and others".7o

Initially this

brings about the important thought that, as all beings suffer and seek
release, their suffering is just as painful as one's own. 71

The

meditation also helps to cultivate the non-dual understanding which is
concurrent with the extinguishment of "grasping at a self".

I

Santideva

'6'6~r'-Ary;d~~-;;"-('~pp~o~215 C.E.), another Indian Buddhist philosopher,

provided major contributions to the development and systematization of
the early Mah'e.yana sutras.
67. This view depends on the theory of reincarnation. For more on
reincarnation and its relevance to the generation of compassion, see
Meditations of a Tantric Abbot by Kensur Lekden (in Hopkins, CTB);
Gyatso, MTB.
68. Hopkins, CTB, p. 119.
69. The method described by Aryadeva is based on Atisha's "seven-fold
cause and effect precept" for the generation of an altruistic aspiration
to the highest Enlightenment. This is more fully described in
Meditations of a Tantric Abbot (in Hopkins, CTB, pp. 36-49); Hopkins,
CTB, pp. 86-88; Newland, CTA, pp. 36-38; and Sopa and Hopkins, PTTB,
pp. 27-37.
70. Santideva describes this method in his Guide to the Bodhisattva's
Way of Life (BodhisattvacharyBvatara). This Guide is one of the most
complete treatises on the practical means for attaining Buddhahood
through the Bodhisattva path as it explains the ontological ground for
aspiration and a Bodhisattva's meditational practice and conduct. This
method is also explained in Tsong Kha-pa's Great Exposition of the
Stages of the Path.
71. Siintid eva , Guide to the Bodhisattva's Way of Life, 8:94.
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relies on the notion of the two truths;

although there is no inherent

"I" or "other" or any "thing", suffering is experienced on a phenomenal
level:
Being no inherent owner of suffering,
There can be no distinction at all between that of
myself and others.
Thus I shall dispel it because it hurts.72
While some Mahayanists (for example, S'v atantrikas and

Cittamatrins) claim that self-liberation is possible for a single individual
who merely abandons the afflictions (such as one does on the Hinayana

,

.

path), Santldeva says that this is not possible for one on the
Bodhisattva path:
If I do not actually exchange my happiness
For the suffering of others,
I shall not attain the state of Buddha-hood
And even in cyclic existence shall have no joy. 73

Santideva explains how to cultivate the exchange through both
reflection and action.

From specific meditation practices one develops a

profound mind of great compassion which inspires an equally profound

bodhicitta aspiration.

The exchange is also applied to the sphere of

action because, if one understands the multiple problems of believing in
an "I", it will be seen that to work for the benefit of all sentient beings
is appropriate.
The methods described by ChandrakTrti and Santideva both
establish a feeling of intimacy and equality with all beings, which,
combined with the knowledge of suffering, gives rise to great
compassion.

Equanimity, the unbiased, compassionate regard for all

beings, is thus an essential part of an altruistic aspiration for
72.
73.

Ibid., 8:102.
Ibid., 8:131.
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Enlightenment, or bodhicitta, which inspires the Bodhisattva vow.

While

one can enter the path to liberation based on a compassion which does
not yet have the quality of equanimity, the Bodhisattva practices leading
one toward Enlightenment necessarily cultivate equanimity and the
unshakable aspiration to attain Buddhahood for the sake of all sentient
beings.
In addition to the compassion which metaphorically depicts
migrators as powerless buckets, Chandrakirti adds another element:
... that compassion for migrators
Seen as evanescent and empty of inherent
Existence like a moon in rippling water.
[Supplement, 4abc]
This compassion is two-fold:

it recognizes sentient beings who

suffer due to their inherent impermanence, and also that sentient beings
are empty of an inherent, changeless existence.

Through the practices

on the Bodhisattva path leading to ultimate Enlightenment, compassion at
all levels is generated and has a direct effect on the practitioner's
increasing wisdom.
From Chandraki'rti's formulation, it becomes clear that compassion
is a necessary element for anyone entering the Bodhisattva path, and it
continues to be so at all stages of the path.

Chandrakirti implies that

most people begin with compassion without yet having the full view of
siinyata, and that it is through their practice in the compassionate ways

of the Bodhisattva that they come to realize

sunyata.

Others, who

initially gain a view of emptiness, also have compassion--Chandrakirti
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offers homage to their compassion--and it is their compassion which
leads them to take up the Bodhisattva path for the sake of all sentient
beings.?4
In the Supplement

Chandrakirti gives a detailed explanation of

the perfections and their benefits, and discusses how each perfection is
to be practiced at all stages of the Bodhisattva path.
grounds" to attain as a Bodhisattva.

There are "ten

The grounds refer to stages of

increasing wisdom and compassion is the Bodhisattva's practice of the
perfections.

Most of the criticism of the Hinayana paths--the charge of

the inferiority of Hinayilna attainment--is based on the definitions of the
ten grounds;

it was a prevalent belief that Hinayanists do not attain

the non-conceptual wisdom which would free them of ignorance.
Chandrakirti, in accordance with Nagarjuna, refutes such criticism.

"A

Bodhisattva Superior's wisdom of meditative equipoise and that belonging
to [those on Hinayana paths] are similar since they directly cognize the
nature of phenomena and are devoid of pollution by the predisposing
latencies of ignorance. "75

Thus, according to Nagar juna and later

commentators,"! it is not on the basis of wisdom that the Hinayana path
is inferior to the Mahayana.

Rather, "the differences that cause one,

and not the other, to be described as a Bodhisattva Superior ground
!.

74. Tsong Kha-pa (1357-1419, one of the most influential teachers of
Tibetan Buddhism), in his commentary to Chandrakirti's Supplement,
distinguishes two types of practitioners in the "Mahayana lineage". One
type realizes emptiness before becoming a Bodhisattva. Then, through
the immediate relationship with the phenomenal realm of sentient beings,
they generate compassion and the altruistic mind of Enlightenment.
Because of their view of emptiness, they can generate compassion for all
sentient beings. The other type of practitioner can not realize Bunyata
first; rather, based on the generation of compassion which gives rise to
an altruistic mind of Enlightenment, they make their Bodhisattva vow
and increase in wisdom through the practice of the Bodhisattva deeds.
75. Tsong Kha-pa; in Hopkins, CTB, p. 133.
76. E.g., Chandraklrti, Jaydzun- ba, Santideva, Tsong Kha-pa.
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are that one [the Bodhisattva] is influenced by great compassion and
possesses the powers of the twelve-hundred features?? and so forth
[which arise from the conjunction of wisdom and compassion] whereas
the other [the Hi'nayanist] does not. "?8
Even a Bodhisattva on the first ground surpasses Ifinayanists;

in

the Liberation of Maitreya Siitra Chandrak'irti writes, "through the force
of his altruistic mind of Enlightenment and compassion he outshines [the
Hi'nayllnists] who have maintained pure behavior for a long time".?9
Similarly, on all levels up to the eighth it is by "the greatness of their
special thought, not by the power of their intelligence" that the
Bodhisattvas surpass the Hinayanists. 80
The practice of the perfections, the exposition of the ten grounds,
and even the clarification of the distinction between the Hlnay"lina and
Bodhisattva paths, serve to reinforce the essential feature of
Nagarjuna's Madhyamika system, namely, the notion of the two truths.
Commentators such as Chandrakirti elucidate the immediate relevance of
the two truths to the path leading to ultimate Enlightenment by showing
the interrelationship of wisdom and compassion not only in one's
practice but at the level of Enlightenment as well.

While many

philosophers (who would be regarded as Hinayanists, not on the
Bodhisattva path) focused only on Nagar juna's concept of the emptiness
of inherent existence, they were overlooking the interplay of the two
realms and therefore had only a limited interest in the practice of
77. The twelve-hundred features consist of twelve sets of a hundred
qualities which have to do with the perception of Buddhas and
participation in Buddha-hood.
78. Hopkins, CTB, p.133.
79. ibid. p. 144.
80. ibid. p. 144.
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compassion.

But the wisdom which sees emptiness, while signaling

liberation, is not equal to Enlightenment or Buddhahood, and in fact
only recognizes half of the truth of siinyat'a.

Again, siinyata, as the

dynamic principle which underlies the interplay of the conventional and
unconditioned truths, unavoidably entails the union of wisdom and
compassion.

Ultimate Enlightenment is that state in which one actualizes

sunyata by living fully in both truths, seeing them each to be empty of

inherent existence, and also seeing the reality of even the conventional,
or phenomenal realm of existence.

"The primary qualities of the

Buddha's mind are wisdom, compassion, and the ability to experience
both levels of Truth simultaneously .... His compassion is equally [sic] for
all living beings and his mercy is constant. "81

81. Geshe Ngawang Dhargyey.
Tibetan Traditions of Mental
Development. (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan Works and Archives,
1978), p.64.

51
Vajrayiina Trikiiya:

Compassion on the Metaphysical Level

The Tibetan Buddhist traditions express the Bodhisattva-Buddha
ideal within the context of the three "Buddha-bodies" or "truth bodies"
(trikaya) of dharmakaya, Bambhogakaya, and nirma{lakB'ya. 82

In the

Tibetan traditions, the trikaya is of central ontological and soteriological
importance to one's realization of sunyatl} and ultimate Enlightenment.
Furthermore, it is the conceptual frame through which the Tibetan ideal
of compassion may be understood.
Dharmakaya literally means 'the body (kaya) of all things or of

Truth (dharma)'.

It is often translated as 'truth body'.

Its essential

nature is emptiness, unconditioned reality, and yet it unfolds and
manifests in all realms and modes of existence.

Like siinyat'B, it is the

basis of the interplay of the phenomenal and unconditioned truths.
From the perspective of dharmaJiaya, which corresponds to the ultimate
state of Enlightenment, nirva{la and sarpslIra are both seen to be of the
phenomenal realm, and in fact are not separate.
The sambhogakaya is the most subtle or 'extraordinary'
manifestation of dharmak'Bya in the phenomenal realm.

It reveals the

truth of sunyata in symbols and forms that are perceptible and
comprehensible only by highly awakened minds.

Examples of

sambhogakEiya are non-earthly beings or spiritual entities such as

demons, c;fakas and cjakinis (deities of Dharma).

Sambhogak'llya can also

82. The trikaya is first explicitly expressed in the Prajnaparamit'B,
although Gyatso finds its roots in the Pali discourses. (Opening of the
Wisdom Eye, p 175) Although the trik1!Jya refers to three bodies, some
Buddhist traditions commonly refer to four bodies. (Ibid. p. 120)
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exist in more symbolic forms through inanimate but marvelous signs
such as rainbows, rivers, or clouds.
Nirmal}ak'BYB is the phenomenal, 'ordinary' manifestation.

Its

source is still dhBrmBk'BYB, but it is manifest in a form that corresponds
to the ordinary conditioned mind.

An example of

nirma~BkaYB

is the

historical Buddha in his existence as Siddhartha, Gotama, an earthly
incarnation of Enlightenment.
The emptiness or ~iinYBta-nBture of dharmBkifYB allows it to
manifest itself in various ways.

Thus, sambhogBkaYB and nirmsl}BkaYB,

emanating from dhBrmBkaYB, can be thought of as manifestations of
siinyata.

Because they come in forms that are apprehensible by beings

according to their particular level of awareness, the manifestations are
teachers which, on a practical, phenomenal level further the development
towards Enlightenment.

In the Tibetan traditions, the soteriological

significance of the trik'aYB is that the very structure of the universe
('reality', suchness) is seen to be composed of forces which aid humans
in their attainment of Enlightenment;

the truth of dhBrmBk'aYB can (and

must) be used in the process of Enlightenment.

In this sense,

compassion is manifest not only by the Bodhisattvas and Buddhas, but
as well by the very universe/reality which is the source of all things.
In the Tibetan view, this is "compassion on the metaphysical and cosmic
level;

dhBrmBkaYB manifests itself for the sake of all beings. "83

Tibetan Buddhists view the PiiU teachings (in the Theravada
tradition) as a foundation, and the Mahaylma teachings as a
Buperstructure, of a path
Enlightenment.
....,. -...... . . . .;. . ,..

~
.~

whi~h,

with actual practice, leads to ultimate

While one must work towards Enlightenment through

....-...._ ..._. __..._.r---........._ ... __

83. Lobsang Lhalungpa, The Life of MilBrepB (Boulder and London:
Shambhala, 1984), p. xiii.
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both the Theravada and the Mahayana ontologies, ultimately it is
practice which gives the path its significance as "Buddha-yana"--the
path to ultimate Enlightenment or Buddha-hood.

Because dharmak'Bya

'compassionately' makes sunyata manifest, through participation in the
manifestations of dharmakaya, one will eventually realize dharmakliya in
all of its modes and manifestations--phenomenal, subtle, and ultimate-and attain the highest Enlightenment.

The Vajrayana tradition asserts

that practice also guards against materialistic and selfish aims (which
they claim to be common on the Hinaylma path) and intellectual ambition
(which they claim is common in the Manayana tradition);

practice, they

maintain, proves such aims and ambitions--and their products--to be
empty of any lasting value or source of satisfaction.

Thus practice is

the most effective means of strengthening selfless, 'pure' motives based
on wisdom and compassion.

Further, experience in the world reveals

Dharma in the dharmaJiBya manifestations of emptiness;

Dharma is

manifest, and is so "for the sake of all beings".

Milarepa: The Compassionate manifestation of Dharma

Milarepa, a yogi who lived in the twelfth century, is considered
by Tibetans to be the greatest of Buddhist yogis, the supreme example
of a human living on the path to, and attaining, ultimate Enlightenment;
he is the embodiment of dharmakaya, a Buddha.

Now held in veneration

by Buddhists of all traditions, Milarepa's path and biography have been
preserved through songs, stories, iconography, and pilgrimage sites.

In
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addition, a written biography records his life and many of his songs
through which he taught the Dharma. 8 •
Milarepa's life parallels a typical Buddhist path to Enlightenment
expressed as a progression of major stages.

All dualities are

transcended as his practice subsumes all Buddhist traditions in the one
path to Enlightenment, the way of the Buddha.

The biography clearly

relates Mila's development of wisdom and compassion on the path, as he
progresses from ignorance and selfishness to ultimate Enlightenment.
Having become the dharmak'Bya which, through sambhogaJ(§ya and
nirmaT}ak~ya,

manifests itself for all beings, Mila lives the Buddha-

dharma, or truth of Enlightenment.

His life thus witnesses the powerful

element of compassion at all stages of the 'Buddha-yana' to ultimate
Enlightenment, and furthermore, at the level of ultimate Enlightenment
itself.
Mila's life may be broken down into the following phases typical of
the Buddhist path:
1.

His life before he seeks the Dharma.

As he experiences the

pain of separation and the evils of beings trapped in

sa~s'Bra,

he learns

the truth of suffering, and, although his decision is based on ignorance,

renounces this world.
2.

Desperately seeking relief from suffering and fearing the

accumulation of evil karma within himself, Milarepa longs for Dharma
teaching.

When he finally finds his lama, Marpa, he takes refuge in the

84. For a concise chronology of Mila's life, as well as an explanation of
the dates and authorship of the Milarepa texts, see Victoria Urubshurow,
Symbolic Process on the Buddhist Path, Spiritual Development in the
Biographical Tradition of Milarepa (Ph.D. dissertation submitted to the
University of Chicago, June, 1984), pp. 282-287.
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Buddha, the Dharma, the Sangha, and in his lama (spiritual teacher, from

la meaning 'transcendent wisdom', and rna meaning great compassion or
motherly love).85
3.

Because Mila had previously accumulated an abundance of

negative energies due to his past misdeeds, and because his motivation
for seeking Dharma is selfish and ignorant, he must go through a period
of rigorous purification under his lama, Marpa.
4.

Finally gaining profound insight into the truth of suffering

and its causes, and the truth of dependent origination, Mila's motives
become less selfish.
Tantric yoga. 86

He takes up the intense practice of meditation and

In addition to practice, this phase involves the

completion of renunciation;

because he is no longer attempting to

escape discomfort as he had in the first phase, Mila's renunciation of
the comforts of the world is now based on an enlightened insight
regarding the true nature of phenomena.

That is, his renunciation is

not a rejection of the world or its inhabitants, but it is renunciation of
ignorant participation in the phenomenal realm;

in this new context, his

renunciation is coextensive with the aspiration to help liberate all
sentient beings from suffering.

. -..

.

8·5·:····--··i~ tj~~··- Th~;;~~·d;··· i;aditions,

as well as in the Mahayana, the seeker
of Enlightenment takes refuge in the Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha
(community of monks). In the Tibetan tradition, taking refuge entails an
additional form: one takes refuge in one's lama as the source of
Dharmic influence; the yidam (symbolic manifestations and embodiments
of sambhogakaya) as the source of understanding at the highest levels
of awareness; and in the cjBkinis and c;mkas (lit. 'they who move through
space' -Life, p. xxvi) as sources of personal aid and support in the
process of awakening. In any case, taking refuge signifies the seeker's
commitment to unceasing effort and mindfulness applied to the path of
Enlightenment.
86. For more on Tibetan Tantric yoga, see W.Y. Evans-Wentz, ed.,
Tibetan Yoga and Secret Doctrines (London: Oxford University Press,
1973); and Tsong Kha- pa; Tenzin Gyatso, trans., Tantra in Tibet
(London: George Allen and Unwin, 1979), part 2,pp. 81-169, and parts 23, pp. 43-203.
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5.

Mila eventually becomes a lama who's life is the embodiment of

his perfected wisdom and great compassion;

he applies the truth of

Enlightenment to the phenomenal realm, that it may be comprehended by
sentient beings, and thus he skillfully and compassionately leads beings
to greater awareness.

Beyond this, Mila ultimately becomes the

dharmakaya, continuing to manifest f;unyat1i through sambhogakl1ya

(subtle bodies) and

nirm1il)ak~ya

(ordinary phenomenal bodies) for the

benefit of all sentient beings.
Thus viewed, Milarepa's life-path outlines the Buddhist ideal of
development toward Enlightenment as one progresses through suffering,
taking refuge, purification, practice/renunciation, and ultimately to the
attainment of Enlightenment.

It is also noteworthy that the twelve

chapters of the biography parallel the major events of the Buddha's own
path to Enlightenment, reemphasizing that Milarepa follows the true
tBuddha-yana' successfully and thoroughly to Buddha-hood wherein he
is able to universally manifest the greatest compassion.
Viewed through the frame of the trikaya-ontology, compassion can
be seen working in all phases of Mila's development towards
Enlightenment:

it is shown through the skillful means of his teacher;

it is proven to be his own most effective motivation for seeking
Enlightenment;

and it is manifest in his own life as a lama teaching

others.

The first phase of Mila's life reveals the suffering of BaIpBBra
through the selfishness, greed and hatred of humans ensnared by their
own ignorance.

Mila's situation also reveals the impermanence of all

things in this conditioned realm.

Upon the death of Mila's father, his
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aunt and uncle take over the father's property.

They treat Mila and

his mother and sister with vicious cruelty, and reduce them to poverty
and misery while amassing great (but unjustly obtained) wealth for
themselves.

At his mother's urging, Mila learns "magic together with

the destructive spell" and eventually gains the skill to cause massive
destruction of his aunt and uncle's estate resulting in the death of
thirty-five people.

Of this, Mila later relates, "This is the way I

accumulated black deeds out of vengeance against my enemies"

[Life, p.

35].
After this, Mila is "filled with remorse for the evil [he] had done"
[Life, p. 41].

He becomes obsessed with longing for liberation, and

unceasingly asks himself how he might learn the "true teaching".
Although he does not yet know the 'true' Dharma, Mila recognizes that
his magician-master, and indeed, all 'pleasures' grasped in the
phenomenal realm, only promote selfishness and suffering.

He therefore

abandons his practice of magic and begins the search for pure Dharma.
Mila finally finds his true lama, Marpa, and takes refuge, entering
the path of Dharma leading to ultimate Enlightenment. 87

Although the

gift of teaching the Dharma is the epitome of the perfection of giving
and the greatest bestowal of compassion, the skillful means by which
Dharma is taught do not always, at first sight, appear to be very
compassionate.

Indeed, the trials imposed on Mila by his lama are so

demanding and apparently ruthless, that Mila is more than once driven
close to utter despair.

Marpa's teaching is often ostensibly harsh,

87. In Tibetan Buddhism, one's lama plays an essential role in one's
development toward Enlightenment. In the lama, wisdom and compassion
are fused and hence the lama is an embodiment of dharmakaya. Free of
ignorance and selfish aims, the lama is able to skillfully teach the
Dharma.
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irrational, even brutal, although his actions are actually motivated by
great compassion and profound insight which always "in essence,
conform to the path of Enlightenment" [Life, p. 72].

Marpa is thus a

true lama.
Mila is repeatedly led to confusion and great frustration under
Marpaj

while Mila wants only "pure" Dharma teachings in order to gain

liberation, Marpa puts him through the tedious and back-breaking ordeal
of building and tearing down stone towers, promising to teach him the
Dharma when he builds the right tower.
Unbeknownst to Mila, the tower ordeals are a means of purification
of his previous "black deeds", and preparation for his future practice.
At this point, building such a foundation is the most beneficial thing for
Mila, and this he owes to Marpa's great compassion.
Milarepa's initial renunciation of the world comes from a desire for
personal liberation from suffering.

Marpa knows that such desire can

be the greatest hindrance on the path to ultimate Enlightenment, as it
actually prevents true Dharma practice which is taken up for the
benefit of all.

He therefore skillfully puts Mila into situations which

lead him to deep insight into himself and the nature of the universe,
and which gradually effect a change in his motives for seeking Dharma.
Mila's desire for personal liberation is transformed into the aspiration
for ultimate Enlightenment according to the way of the Bodhisattva who
acts out of compassion for all sentient beings.
Marpa deliberately reflects Mila's state of mind with the orders
that he gives for building towers, and thus reveals the progression of
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Mila's mental development:
The first time the lama said he had not given it enough
thought. The second time he said he was drunk. The third
time he wondered if he were crazy, or if he had lost his mind
and no longer remembered anything.
[Life, p. 50-1]
Marpa -first mimics Mila's carelessness and weak application of
mind as he builds, and teaches the importance of mindfulness.
second instance

In the

Marpa's drunkenness mirrors Mila's inattention,

confusion, and dullness of mind.
Mila's agitated, forgetful mind.
exhortation to mindfulness;

With the third tower Marpa reflects
In each instance, the implication is an

only if Mila applies himself with a clear,

undistracted, and not greedy mind, can he effectively progress towards
ultimate Enlightenment.
The construction of the final tower is undertaken with a new
understanding based on a balanced, mindful, and committed attitude on
the part of both Mila and Marpa.

Marpa vows to act according to his

promise, namely, to teach Dharma upon the completion of the tower.

To

give Mila confidence after his disheartening trials, Marpa gives an
exposition of the triratna ('three jewels', or objects of refuge) and basic
Buddhist precepts, and relates the story of NB.ropa's88 trials and
liberation.

As a result, Mila's faith in his lama and the Buddha-yana

grows, and he fully dedicates himself to building the fourth tower and,
indeed, to "everything" the lama asks of him. [Life, p. 51]
While Mila is beginning his work on the fourth tower, some of
Marpa's disciples "playfully roll a large rock in his direction and place
it as the cornerstone" [Life,p. 51].

When Marpa comes to inspect the

tower and finds out that his disciples had placed the cornerstone "for
_. . .'.'_N._.........'-',.__ .._. ___ .._,. __._.. ___ _
~

88. Naropa, Marpa's teacher, was one of the first and most important
Vajrayana yogis.
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their amusement", he tells Mila, "You must not put one of their stones in
the structure you are building.
was."

So take it out and put it where it

Mila demolishes the t.o wer and returns the stone to its original

place.
"Now," Marpa commands, "fetch the stone again and put it back as
the cornerstone." [Life, p. 51]

The "Giant Stone" carries great

significance in Mila's development, as it symbolizes the determination and
quality of effort necessary to progress on the path to Enlightenment.
Through Marpa's compassion and skillful engineering, the stone becomes
a source of education and preparation for further practice:

the

cornerstone must be placed as a foundation by Mila's own hands, as the
foundations for his path to Enlightenment must be laid by Mila's own
efforts and single-minded attention.

Both require complete dedication,

and both depend on wholehearted interaction with the things of this
phenomenal realm.

The foundation of the path to ultimate Enlightenment

is unfailing dedication.

Such dedication can not come from theoretical

knowledge, but is generated through the experience of life which
teaches the interrelatedness of all things.

Marpa skillfully creates

situations, such as the "Giant Stone", in ways which allow Mila to
transform tedious, phenomenal experiences into strong motivating forces
leading to his complete dedication to the path to Enlightenment.

Thus,

although Marpa appears to be irrational and ruthless, his 'compassionate'
interaction with Mila causes ordinary experiences to take on
epistemological significance for Mila and become part of his develop men t
toward Enlightenment.
Two Buddhist teachings which lead to great compassion become
clearer to Mila through his work on the towers, and they provide a
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source of motivation to practice the purest Dharma path and ultimately
gain Enlightenment.

From building and tearing down towers, Mila learns

the truths of impermanence and dependent origination.

It becomes clear

that "towers" have no inherent existence, but are composed of composite
forms and are temporary in all respects.

Furthermore, the very

structure of the towers depend on Mila's own karmic and ever-changing
quality of existence.

As the towers become examples of all phenomena,

Mila realizes the futility of clinging to forms as real.
attachment to "nirv8l,1a" over

"Ba~BlIra",

This includes the

as both come to be seen as

phenomenal and lacking inherent existence.

Thus, Mila gains insight

into siinyata--the relationship between the phenomenal realm and the
unconditioned--as he works with the phenomenal forms to expose their
quality of emptiness.

For this he is indebted to Marpa who opens up

the symbolic richness of forms;

through his relationship with Marpa,

Milarepa begins to see life as a fusion of the phenomenal and
unconditioned modes of being.
During his period of purification and preparation, Milarepa gains
the seeds of compassion which will develop into his ultimate motivation
to take up the path to Enlightenment.

Initially, as Mila works on

purification and preparation, he is not motivated by compassion;
although he exhibits anukampa (innate sympathy) for others, it is limited
in its scope and does not achieve the effect of compassion;
desire is for personal liberation.

his primary

In this phase, his development

depends on Marpa's great compassion, manifest through skillful teaching,
and on the compassion of Marpa's wife who supports and encourages
Mila throughout his ordeals.

He gradually comes to appreciate the

extent of Marpa's compassion even as it is exhibited in such seemingly
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ruthless ways.

In Marpa, Mila has a living model of compassion joined

with wisdom; Marpa is the embodiment of ultimate Enlightenment--a
manifestation of Dharma--which skillfully aids sentient beings in their
spiritual development.
As Mila's mind is tamed and the foundation for his practice is laid,
his desire for personal liberation is transformed;

having Marpa as an

example, Mila begins to practice the Bodhisattva path which leads to the
ability to most skillfully aid all beings, or the path to ultimate
Enlightenment which is manifest for all.
After receiving teaching from Marpa, Mila begins his long period
of asceticism and meditation. 89

Marpa advises, "If you meditate, you will

serve your lama, you will show your gratitude to your father and
mother, and you will achieve the aims of all sentient beings." [Life,p.94]
Mila's meditation exemplifies the dynamic nature of Dharmic
practice.

His ascetic life and even his solitary meditations, rather than

being a means of renunciatory escape from this world, are instead the
vehicles through which he gains insight into himself and dharmak'liya in
its phenomenal and subtle manifestations.

He becomes more aware of the

relationship between consciousness, emotion, and the workings of his
physical body.

He also learns more profoundly the emptiness, or non-

inherent existence of all things.

Thus, he realizes within himself the

qualities of the trik'Bya (the phenomenal, subtle, and unconditioned
realms, and their interplay), and simultaneously gains the ability to
89. Asceticism is necessary for Mila's practice, as the only way to avoid
"an incre~QP in evil for many lifetimes" [Life, p. 94). However, it is not
the way for everyone. Marpa, for example, is married and lives a
"householder's" life. Marpa is able to do so because he is free of the
danger of attachment and selfish aims. When Mila is asked why he does
not follow his 1 ama's example and get married, he replies that to do so
would be as foolish as a hare trying to follow in the footsteps of a lion.
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participate more fully in this phenomenal world, bestowing compassion
upon all beings.
Mila's teacher in his practice is his interaction with the
phenomenal realm in both its 'ordinary' and 'extraordinary' forms.

The

world is also an arena for the practice of the 'six perfections', which
"contain all Buddhist teachings" [Songs, p. 501] as . they cultivate
increasing wisdom and compassion.

His encounters with all aspects of

the phenomenal realm facilitate and reinforce his meditation on
emptiness.

Furthermore, his increasing wisdom of emptiness, in

establishing complete identification with all beings, becomes an
imperative for compassionate action.

Thus, based on the

interrelationship of the phenomenal realm and sunyat1i, Mila's practice
shows the dynamic movement of wisdom and compassion which is the
effect of bodhicitta.
Through his practice, Milarepa learns to recognize the Buddhabodies as they are manifest out of compassion for all beings.
NirmaI}ak'Bya and sambhogak'Bya are both phenomenal--existing in

conventional reality--and become visible in forms according to Mila's
needs and level of understanding.
All forms, in fact, can be used to inspire and support growth at
all stages of the path to Enlightenment.

Just as Mila's work with the

towers provides the foundation for his practice, so other forms, both
'ordinary' and 'extraordinary', aid his understanding even at advanced
levels of practice.

His encounters with forms demonstrate his increasing

compassion, and the way in which his increasing clarity of sight leads
to still greater compassion.
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Early in his meditations Mils takes an opportunity to actively
practice what he has learned under Marpa, namely, how to recognize
adverse situations as potentiating positive growth.
decides to look for food.

Physically weak, he

He ignorantly enters the agricultural

encampment in which his evil aunt now happens to live.

As soon as she

recognizes that the half-starved ascetic is Milarepa, she chases him with
a stick and sics her dog on him, cursing and swearing until he trips
into a puddle.

"Nearly dead" [Life, p. 108], he manages to get up and

sing a song to his aunt, asking her to forget her anger.
Although Mila's aunt then lets him go, she continues to plague him
even in his meditation.

She begins to harass him for the land which he

owns through inheritance, making it impossible for Mila to concentrate.
The aunt deceitfully offers to cultivate Mila's field and bring him
provisions if only he will let her use the land.

Through a dream

granted by Marpa, Milarepa realizes that if he perseveres with his
meditation practices, he will "attain a new quality of inner experience"
[Life, p. 113].

He then gives his land to his aunt and bestows upon her

his blessings of happiness.
Mila thinks, "it is said that patience is the best means of attaining
Bodhi [Enlightenment].

My aunt is the support of my meditation.

It is

thanks to my aunt and uncle that I have entered the path of liberation.
As a token of gratitude I will pray unceasingly for their Enlightenment.
In this life I can give them not only my field, but also my house." [Life,
p. 114.]

Thus Mila uses this incident to transform anger into patience,

revenge into compassion, and greed into gratitude.

Not only does he

overcome his own demons through patience and compassion [Life, p.115],
but he also inspires in his aunt a new appreciation for Dharma.
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One day Mila steps out of his meditation cave with his only
possession, a pot in which he occasionally cooks nettles.

He goes out to

eat some nettles which he had previously cooked, but, being physically
weak after a long period of meditation, Mila falls, causing the pot to
break.

This incident becomes one of Mila's most important teachers, as

from it he learns the impermanence of all composite things:
"Understanding that this too was an exhortation to meditate, I
first marveled at it; then, becoming certain, I sang:
, At the same moment I had a pot and did not have a
pot.
This example demonstrates the whole law of the impermanence of
things.
If this is so, I, the hermit Mila, will strive to meditate without
distraction.
The precious pot containing my riches [the nettles]
Becomes a teacher in the very moment it breaks.
This lesson on the inherent impermanence of things is a great
marvel.'"
[Life, p. 130]
Mila is at the same time touched by the preciousness of human
existence and the opportunity to practice Dharma.

With new clarity of

mind regarding the impermanence of phenomenal things, and with
compassion for beings who are limited to phenomenal existence, he
becomes a source of inspiration for others.

After this incident Mila

sings to some hunters about the awakened, enlightened mind which,
"measuring the infinitude of non-duality", extends compassion
throughout the universe. [Life, p. 131]
The incident with the pot is a graphic example of the way in
which the ultimate, or ~i1nyatl1, and the phenomenal realm (in both its
'extraordinary' and its 'ordinary' manifestations) are related.

When

Mila's pot breaks apart, the coating of residue left from cooking nettles
remains in one piece as anew, translucent. shape-of-pot.

It is an

'extraordinary' pot, impossible in the grosser phenomenal realm, but
existing nonetheless, due to the relationship between the former, 'real'
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pot, and Mila's mind which still conceives of 'pot'.
the broken pot comes a 'pot' which is not a pot.

From the pieces of
In the pieces

themselves Mila possesses something which once was a pot but now is
not a pot.

Both phenomena are 'empty' of inherent existence;

in their

forms-which-are-not, Mila beholds the truth of ~iinyata underlying all
phenomena.

With this wisdom he acts out of compassion for others,

aiding them in in their spiritual growth.

Mila's yogic practices open up a new world of sense-perceptions,
emotions, and insights which access a more 'extraordinary' or subtle
realm of life.

He encounters a variety of 'extraordinary' beings as a

result of his yogic practice, but seems to particularly attract terrific
and frightening demons.

His encounters with demons typically

demonstrate the transformation of fear into compassion as he recognizes
their phenomenal existence and their dependence on his own state of
mind. 90

A modern Tibetan relates this story:

Once Je-tzun Mi-la ra-pa was meditating in a cave and, noticing a
hole in the wall, he wondered if it might contain a ghost. As soon
as this thought arose, a horrible ogress riding on a musk deer
appeared and asked him, "Why did you call me? Your grasping
ego sent for me. Quiet your mind and then I can leave. "91
Demons are the result of Mila's fear, annoyance, and inattention.
Therefore, rather than projecting blame onto the demons, Mila meditates
on bodhicitta.
Mila must meditate with continued determination.

Although his

recognition of the demons' samsaric nature and their dependence on his
90.

These encounters are recounted in Garma C.C. Chang, The Hundred
Thousand Songs of Milarepa (Boulder and London: Snambhala

Publications, 1977), vols 1 and 2.
91. Wangchug dor je, The Mahamudra: Eliminating the Darkness of
Ignorance, trans. Berzin. (Dharamsala: Library of Tibetan works and
Archives, 1981), p. 95.
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own state of mind fills him with compassion, this is not quite enough;
the demons continue their mischief and ridicule until Mila ultimately
recognizes their true, empty nature.

They then become "protectors of

the Dharma, •.• by their help and [freely-given] assistance" [Songs p.
309].92

Mila then joyfully sings:
"Again, the foolish concept 'demons' itself
Is groundless, void, and yet illuminating!
Oh, this indeed is marvelous and wonderful!"
[Songs, p. 310].
While Mila recognizes the demons' ultimate emptiness, he also

identifies with their sa I[1 sadc, or phenomenal mode of existence.
Participating in the phenomenal realm, Mila offers them teachings in the
Dharma according to their capacity for understanding and even develops
great friendships with them.
into practice;

Thus, Mila transforms his fear of forms

he gains the wisdom to see their inherent emptiness, and

generates the compassion to interact with all forms for the sake of their
well-being and liberation. 93
Clearly, Milarepa's meditation practice, ascetic though it is, is not
a rejection of the world and its inhabitants.

Indeed, his dedicated

practice enables him to participate more fully in the world and to
respond more compassionately to all sentient beings.

Only practice, in

distinction from mere intellectual understanding, brings about the
profound experience of dharmakaya.

This experience in turn reveals a

firm imperative for compassionate action.
------"-----'--"'-'-"-"'-'--92. Mila receives a similar teaching in "A Challenge from a Wise
Demoness", ( Songs,- pp. 38-57)
93. It is interesting to note that in The Hundred Thousand Songs of
Milarepa, the first part of the text (pp. 1-97) deals with such
interactions with and lessons from demons, while the second parL (pp.
97-523) tells of his relations with his human disciples. While this
division is not absolutely consistent, it, nonetheless, clearly suggests
the importance of gaining insight into the workings and nature of one's
own mind in the development of wisdom and compassion.
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Mila's practice involves long periods of intense meditation aimed at
the eradication of all ignorant and habitual thought, and simultaneously,
at the cultivation of wisdom and compassion.

Mila explains, "Just as a

starving man cannot be fed by the knowledge of food but needs to eat,
so too one needs to experience in meditation on the meaning of
emptiness." [Life, p. 78.]

An increasing awareness of emptiness inspires

Mila to sincerely work for the benefit and well-being of others.

His

path to Enlightenment is structured by his encounters with forms which
teach him Dharma, and also by his unwavering dedication to meditation.
Summing up the path to ultimate Enlightenment, Mila makes the point
that "all meditation, whether with or without form, must begin from
deeply aroused compassion and love.

Whatever one does must emerge

from a loving attitude for the benefit of others" [Life, p. 78].

As Mila learns Dharma through his interactions with the world of
conventional and subtle forms, he himself becomes a teacher of Dharma,
particularly after his attainment of ultimate Enlightenment when he is
able to completely identify with all forms of existence.

Even as he

practices, Mila is aware of the needs and abilities of others, and teaches
them Dharma according to their individual personalities. 94
The majority of Mila's disciples, as well as the other beings which
he encounters, suffer from pride, one of the greatest hindrances to
Enlightenment.

The most effective medicine for pride is practice, but

often merely to begin practice requires major operations carried out by
94. For example, when explaining Dharma, Mila sings in the language
that others will understand: he sings to nomads in terms of tents and
animal skins, to robbers of locks and keys, to villagers, of festivals and
markets, and to yogis, of subtle winds and bar do. At later stages in
his development, he is even able to manifest himself in various forms in
order to most effectively teach Dharma.
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a skillful lama. Mila perseveres as the compassionate lama with all of his
disciples.

When they are too prideful even to meditate, Mila creates

situations which teach them the emptiness of phenomena.

Just as Marpa

acts skillfully for Mila's Enlightenment, so Mila works unceasingly for
the spiritual benefit of his disciples.

Through his ability to manifest

himself through dharmak'Bya, sambhogakaya, and nirma-9akaya, Milarepa
communicates the truth of sunyata, enabling his disciples to experience
it for themselves.

Thus, Mila creates situations which provide the

supreme gift of insight, and does so through his deep wisdom and
compassion. 9l1

In all of his encounters with sentient beings (including such
'extraordinary' beings as demons and yidams), Mila teaches Dharma.

He

does this by speaking in terms that others will understand, and by
taking on forms that will lead others to greater awakening.

In all

cases, he leads others to insights into Buddhist truths by indicating

sunyata through graphic symbols that are comprehensible by his
particular audience.

That is, he elucidates the symbolic meaning of

ordinary forms and events by interpreting the ordinary in terms of the
truth of stmyata, and thus preserves the ordinary while also revealing
its empty nature. 96

Mila motivates others to greater participation in the

Dharma by showing them Dharma in their everyday lives.

Responding to

95. Particularly poignant is the story of Mila's relationship with
Rechung, found in Songs, pp. 225-241. 347-403, 421-456, 576-606, and
637-649.
96. Mila is known for his elucidation of symbolic meaning, and
occasionally is specifically asked to interpret the ordinary in terms of
Buddhist truths (e.g. in "the Song of the Staff", Songs, p. 190-99). It
must be noted that the symbols are not intended to reveal or be
interpreted as being dharmak"aya or sunyata itself, but only to aid in
the comprehension of the relationship between the phenomenal, the
subtle, and the absolute.
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the phenomenal, sarpsaric being, Mila is an effective teacher, moved by
great

compassion.
Mila gives all of his disciples the most compassionate gift possible,

namely, the gift of Dharma teaching.

The most enlightened beings, such

as Milarepa and the Buddha, teach Dharma with few words.

As Mila

sings in his last Bong,
Dear sons, try with diligence to practice
The Dharma. I could talk on without end,
But what better advice could I give you? [Songs,p.672]
Milarepa not only exhorts his disciples to practice, but creates
occasions of practice for them by opening up the many valencies or
manifestations of Dharma.

Doing so demands both a full appreciation of

individual beings and a recognition of emptiness and non-inherent
existence.

Milarepa shows that the union of wisdom and compassion,

realized through practice, transforms the world itself into an arena for
the full realization and actualization of Dharma.
Milarepa, in devoting his body, speech, and mind to sentient
beings,97

performs the perfect act of compassion;

Mila's life is Dharma.

Mila has fully realized dharmak'Bya within himself, and thus participates
in, manifests, lives and reveals dharmak'Bya in all its aspects.

In this

way, his life is also the perfect example of the path to Enlightenment, as
every act of his is a manifestation of wisdom and compassion.

Mila is

himself an example of the Tibetan truth that, out of compassion, Dharma
manifests itself in the world;

although he is no longer bound by the

fetters of sarpsara, he, nonetheless, lives in the world, pointing the way

- - - ..__._......_.._.. ...........,,-

97.

Songs, p. 375.
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to Enlightenment for all beings.

As Mila says:

The Buddha has preached numerous Dharmas .... All these various
teachings are given to different people, in accordance with their
needs and capacities. However, the utmost Truth is One and the
final destination to which all paths lead is One. This sole,
absolute Foundation of all is the unaltered, unacted upon and
untouched, real nature of being. By merely understanding this
Truth, one will not be able to liberate himself. He must proceed
on the Path. Only thus can he actually realize what he has
understood. The essence of the Path is the Two-in-one VoidnessCompassion, and though there are myriads of different paths or
doctrines, they all lead to the Two-in-One Realm of Wisdom and
Means, or the realization of the non-distinction of the Two
Truths." [Songs, p. 326]
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Conclusion

It is clear that in Buddhism there is a strong doctrinally-based

connection between compassion as a behavioral ideal and the goal of
Enlightenment.

It has been shown that as one becomes free of

ignorance, one becomes a source of profound wisdom and compassion.
The Pali scriptures indicate that compassion is an expression of
selflessness or the realization of anatt8;

one approaches liberation only

as one develops selflessness and thus increases in compassion.
The Mahayana traditions emphasize the ideal of practice as a
Bodhisattva in the world.

To manifest compassion for beings in this

realm and help them gain insight into ~Dnyata is possible by existing
simultaneously in the two truths, or the phenomenal realm and the
unconditioned or absolute.

The ontology expressed by Nagar juna

indicates an imperative for action in the world based on the wisdom of

1iinyata and great compassion.
According to Vajray'1ina, the very world in which one lives
manifests and teaches Dharma and thus makes possible the ultimate
expression of compassion.

Milarepa, in following the way of the Buddha

to attain Enlightenment, vividly exemplifies the fact that compassion is
central to the Buddha's teaching and to the entire Buddhist tradition,
past and present.
As Nagar juna explained, the absolute Dharma cannot be expressed
in words because it is not of the phenomenal realm which is defined and
conceptualized .

Thus, from an ontological perspective, it is impossible to

tteach' Dharma with words.

The gift of

Bodhisattvas and Buddhas is
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their ability to point to Dharma and make the world an arena for
Dharmic manifestation and practice.
which to teach are few;

For this reason, the words with

the Buddha simply holds up a flower.

From a soteriological perspective, the two truths can be
comprehended and Dharma can be taught and realized.

Not only does

Mila 'point the way' by actualizing Dharma through his life, but he also
gives teachings which aid beings in their process of awakening.

He

sings of the four Noble Truths, of siinyata, and of dharmakaya, and he
gives his biography as an example of the path to ultimate Enlightenment.
In the same way, the Buddha, upon his attainment of Enlightenment,
decided to "set the wheel of Dharma in motion", motivated by great
compassion for all beings.
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Glossary

Abhidarma (Skt.); Abhidamma (Pali): The "higher Dharma" refers to the
body of Pa:J.i and Sanskrit texts concerned with the finer points
of Buddhist philosophy. Composed after 200 B.C.E.
abhinivesa (Skt.):

excessive attachment, dogmatic belief

anabhilapya (Skt.): the inutterable, the inexpressible.
anattB' (Pali); anatman (Skt.): no-soul, no-self; the doctrine of anatta
holds that there is no self, soul, or ego to be found in beings.
arahant (Pali); arhat (Skt.): one who is free from all "fetters" of
existence and free from rebirth or cyclic existence; one who,
according to the Theravada tradition, has perfected the highest
attainment to which humans can aspire.
sriya-sacca (Pali); arya-satya (Skt.): Noble Truth. The Buddha taught
four Noble Truths for the attainment of nirvBl}a.
arya:

a perfected person; when used as an adjective, it means holy,
noble, sacred.

'itman (Skt.); atts (Pali):

soul, self, ego.

avijja (Pali); avidya (Skt.):
bodhi:

ignorance, delusion.

enlightenment, wisdom.

bodhicitta: lit. the mind of enlightenment. In Mahayana, this becomes
the "altruistic aspiration for enlightenment".
bodhisattva: one who, out of compassion, vows to remain in the world
after enlightenment to help liberate sentient beings from
suffering.
buddha:

Buddha:

an enlightened being.
the historical person who attained Enlightenment and gave the
teachings which developed into Buddhism.

cil (Fali); sila (Skt.):
citta (Skt.):

ethic, morality; practice of moral virtues.

mind, pure consciousness.

damma (Pali); dharma (Skt.): thing, existence, moral law (Hindu), nature
of b thing, teaching, doctrine.

Dhamma (Pali); Dharma (Skt.): Truth, Reality, the ultimate basis of
existence. See introduction.
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dharmakaya; "Truth Body", the essence of all things.

1

•

dhyana (Skt.); concentrated contemplation, the state of mind attained
through advanced meditation. Synonymous with samhEidhi.
dukkha:
jnana:

suffering, unsatisfactoriness.
knowledge, cognition.

kamma (Pali); karma (Skt.):
effects.

purposeful act; action; past deeds and their

karulJa: compassion, especially the selfless compassion of the Buddha and
Bodhisattvas.
kilesa (Pali);klesa (Skt.): passions or "defiling" forces.
MBdhyamika; the Middle philosophy, especially of N1igarjuna, which
teaches the ontology of sunyata.
magga (PaIi); marga (Skt.):

path, way.

Mahamudr~:

lit., the "great symbol" or "great seal"; th e Tibe tan
teachi ng of the truth of sun yata. It is sometime s s aid that,
while the Madhyamika is the doctrinal teaching of sOnyata, the
Mahamudra is the practical teaching, putting the Madhyamika
philosophy into a practical form.

majjhima paVpada (Pali):

neyartha:

'middle path'

teachings of "secondary" import, such as ethical conduct.

nirmalJakaya: a physical or phenomenal manifestation of Dharma, or
dharmak'lIya manifest in the world (e.g. as a Buddha or
embodiment) for the sake of all beings.
nirodha;

cessation.

nirva1].a (Skt.); niboalJa (Pali): lit. 'extinction', 'blowing out', referring
to the cycle of birth and death.

nitartha:

direct teaching of ultimate or primary importance, such as the
pure ontology of the M8dhyamika school.

paramartha: absolute, unconditioned, noumenal.
paramit'B: lit., that which has gone beyond all limits; excellence;
perfection.

paranam ariyasaccam (Pali):

absolute Noble Truth

pranfia (PaIi); prajna (Skt.): wisdom, non-dual knowledge, intuition; the
foundation of all knowledge.
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prasangika: one who employs dialectic in the explanation of a philosophy;
one school of the Madhyamika.
pratitya-samutpada: dependent origination; the relativity of all things.
pratyeka-buddha:

samadhi:

One who works independently for personal liberation.

the concentration attained through advanced meditation.

sambhogaklIya: lit., "enjoyment" body, "bliss body"; the subtle or
'extraordinary' manifestations of dharmak7:tya.
samsara: lit., incessant change or flux; cyclic existence; the
.
phenomenal world, conditioned existence.

sarpv1'ti: lit., the covered or covering activity; phenomenal reality,
appearance.
sattva:

,-

sunya:

a being (as in bodhi-sattva, a being of enlightenment).
phenomena, as they are relative, dependent, lacking independent
or inherent existence.

~unyatB: lit., emptiness, voidness;

the absolute, in that it is empty of
phenomenal or empirical forms, and thus is impossible to d efine
or categorize. Sanyata is the emptiness of all things, and thus
is the principle which allows all things to arise.

ta~hB:

lit. 'thirst'; desire, craving.

tal]hakk'Bya: extinction of 'thirst', sometimes used as synonym for
nirvB1J.a.
Tathagata: lit., one who has attained 'suchness', or realized the world
as it is; perfect being; a Buddha.
tathata:
upaya:

.

suchness, the unconditioned reality.
means.

upBya-kausalya:
the skill
Buddha)
teaching
vijnana:

skillful means; excellence in determination of methods;
of one possessing profound wisdom and compassion (a
in adopting appropriate and expedient means for
Dharma.

awareness or consciousness free of objects.
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Comprehensive Exam.

The following questions are based on your thesis.
will be based on but not confined to them.

Your oral exam

1. D.T. Suzuki has argued that Buddhism should not be considered
a form of mysticism.
Max Weber contends that it is a type of
other-worldly mysticism.
Being a stuent of both Buddhism and
mysticism how would you adjudicate this conflict in
interpretation?
2. How would you respond to a claim that your paper seems to
represent a normative, Buddhist intepretation of compassion and
lacks a historical, critical perspective? In particular, could
you discuss in more detail the historical/cultural contexts which
led to the develop of distinctive "traditions" (e.g. Theravada,
Mahayana, Vajrayana)? Would you also comment on what criteria
one would use to decide which texts are authoritative for a
particular tradition or interpreter, e.g. Nagarjuna?
3. How would you assess or evaluate the significance of the
distinctions among Theravada, Mahayana, and Vajrayana Buddhism?
If there are important distinctions to be kept in mind then how
do you defend your use of sources for the Mahayana interpreted
primarily from Tibetan (=Vajrayana) Buddhists?
4. You have observed that there has been a tendency among Western
scholars to interpret Buddhism as "nihilistic."
If compassion is
the major force in the Buddhist systems as you suggest, where did
the Western scholars get this seemingly misinformed idea?
5. Your definition of compassion is somewhat fluid and ambiguous.
You seem to equate karuna with metta, with mercy, and with
everything good in the system.
Could you give a more precise
definition of the term distinguishing it from such English
language equivalents as love, mercy, etc.? Then, could you
discuss how exactly compassion is demonstrated in the world?
Further, is karuna interpreted in the same way in Theravada,
Mahayana, and Vajrayana?
6. You have argued that the Buddhist understanding of compassion
is imbedded in a relativistic worldview (i.e. interdependent and
co-arising).
If that is the case, then compassion would seem to
be a "going-with-the-flow" ethic rather than a course of action
motivated by a sense of justice/injustice, right/wrong.
To what
criteria (e.g. principles or rules) would a Buddhist appeal in
making moral choices, e.g. abortion?
7. Your recounting of the hagiography of Milarepa raises many
questions of historiography.
Are these anecdotes to be taken as
legend or fact? How would you go about determining if these
accounts are "true"? Is it significant that you chose to use
narrative in discussing compassion only for the Vajrayana
1

tradition? Why not use narrative examples from all three
traditions?
From none?
8. While many observations make sense in the abstract, how would
some of the values you discuss be worked out in daily life? For
example, you discuss altruism throughout your paper but how can
there be such a thing as altruism when one of the most important
teachings of Buddhism seems to be "non-self"? Is the stress on
detached compassion in Buddhism something that can actually be
put into practice, or something th~t in actuality humans cannot
achieve?
9. Sites associated with Milarepa have become centers of
pilgrimage and, presumably, of worship of this saint.
Given the
Buddhist stress on non-attachment isn't pilgrimage and worship a
contradiction of Buddhism's fundamental orientation toward life?
10. Your thesis has no conclusion.
conclusion for us.

Please provide an oral

11.; One of the most interesting contrasts between Buddhis~ and
Hinduism concerns the place of the self.
In both Hinduism and
Buddh ism the supreme goal of life is said to be Nirvana, and yet one
says that belief in the self is an indispensable part of that goal
and the other says it is a hindrance. Exp lamn.
12. Compare and contrast Buddhist "compassion" with the Biblical
"love of neighbor." Are they as sikilar as they seem, or are they
fundamentally different?
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