Chapter 1
Meetings

It's 21* June 1974, and I'm standing in the doorway of the
Buddhist Society in London, a big fine Georgian town house
close to Victoria Station. On one side of me is a young Tibetan
lama, Chime Rinpoche, and, on the other, is His Honour Judge
Christmas Humphreys QC, the President of the Society, and an
imposing figure as befits an Old Bailey judge. We are there to greet
His Holiness the 41* Sakya Trizin, the twenty-eight-year-old head
of the Sakya tradition of Tibetan Buddhism, on his first visit to
England. The Buddhist Society and the Tibet Relief Fund have
organised a reception in his honour, and Rinpoche has told me I
can tag along.

After a few minutes, His Honour turns to Rinpoche, wanting
to check the title of the person he is to welcome. At that same
moment, a car pulls up and out steps His Holiness with an easy
smile. He’s accompanied by a couple of monks and two European
ladies.

After we have shuffled upstairs to the reception room, Mr
Humphreys delivers a speech of welcome, during which he
highlights at length his part in the forming of the Society back in
1924 and his own unique role as the first personin history to discern
the twelve essential principles of Buddhism. Discreet mention is
also made of the President’s deep friendship with His Holiness the
Dalai Lama, to whom His Honour had been able to impart much
sage advice. As the speech goes on, my mind drifts back to my very
first visit to a Buddhist Society function some three years earlier.



Wisdom in Exile

An English monk, the Venerable Pannavadho, had presided over
the celebrations of Buddha's birthday, but, although Pannavadho
himself was eminently serious and the Society’s members were
obviously sincere, it didn’t seem like much of a celebration to me
at the time. My companion’s head was exploding and we had to
make it out of there fast. The place, all mahogany and boredom,
was so stuffy, [ could hardly breathe.

My English Literature teacher, Mr Campbell, had set me
on this road. It was 1966, and I was fourteen years old, a pupil
at a Catholic Grammar school in the northern English city of
Manchester: a grey place in a grey time. It was still the aftermath
of the Second World War. British society was only just emerging
from the hardness of those years, but something was active in
the culture that would, among other things, help open a door
for Buddhism. It was at the end of a class on Julius Caesar when
this mighty colossus of a schoolmaster told me that someone
who admired Bob Dylan as much as I did would certainly like
Jack Kerouac: and so it turned out. I entered the world of the
‘Beat Generation’ writers through his books like On the Road and
Dharma Bums, immediately realising that Dylan had been there
already. Even more importantly, although Kerouac’s work was
tinged with a working-class Catholic sensibility with which I was
very familiar, I discovered Buddhism there. I knew right away that
I had found my way home.

While I was somewhat devout as a child, I already had a
sense that the God of Catholicism was just too small. Whatever
blessings and spiritual power had existed in the Church seemed
to have evaporated long ago. Although in my ecarly years I had felt
repeated experiences of bliss and light, T couldn’t connect them
with anything I heard at church or in school. As time went by, I
started to have powerful experiences where names, thoughts, and
even time itself, seemed to be utterly empty. It was a world - the real
world — from which one might return as an exile to the shadowy
world of everyday life, but which would always be there. 1 could
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barely speak of these experiences, and any attempt to articulate
them was useless, although I tried.

After awhile, I gave up trying. I didn’t expectanybody, whether
my parents, teachers or priest, to understand, and they did not.
Now, through Kerouac’s words, I heard of the luminous emptiness
that is the heart of all things. At last I had some context for my
experiences, and I would be a Buddhist from that moment on. Yet
six years would pass before I would start to practise it seriously.

Instead, imagining that I might find Buddhism, I came in at
the tail end of the Beat Generation. It was really long over, even
in Greenwich Village, its original location, and San Francisco, the
places you might find some fading echoes of the Beats, but I tried
to pick up their trail in the coffee houses of Manchester. There were
a few poets around, and a guy who was rumoured to sell peyote,
but there wasn't much else. By the end of 1967, I had made it as
far as London, visiting the Arts Lab in Covent Garden and Indica
bookshop on Southampton Row, ground zero ofthe ‘underground’
scene, where T bought a copy of The Tibetan Book of the Dead.
Right around the corner was a shop selling Japanese incense. In
the back room there was somebody called Sangharakshita, who
was busy founding his own school of Buddhism. I didn’t go in that
back room, though - karma, I guess.

Although I left home and school a year later, still chasing the
visions of Kerouac, Ginsberg, Snyder and the other Beat writers, I
never really found what I had imagined would be there. From time
to time, [ met people who were searching for the same things. A
few of them are still around today, but, as the years slipped by, that
world grew darker. Sooner or later, everything became drugs or
politics, and, after a while, I discovered that I wasn't really all that
interested in either of them. Thinking back over this period of the
so-called ‘Alternative Society’, it seems to me now that the same
message that some heard as meaning that one should become ‘free
from self’, others heard as indicating that one should ‘free the self’
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One way leads to Buddha, and the other to Aleister Crowley or
Mao Tse Tung. Perhaps it was easy to confuse them in those days.

Eventually, 1 had to admit that there was nothing truthful in
those places: just the ravenous self-love that roars out today in the
million locations that make up contemporary culture. Some of us
may have started from the right spot, but we were now on a wide
road that led only downwards. As for the Beats themselves, they
were long gone. I would meet up with Allen Ginsberg, though,
several years later. By then, he was a disciple of Trungpa Rinpoche,
one of the first popularisers of Tibetan Buddhism in the United
States.

It was in late 1972 that I came in from the wilderness and
started to get serious about Buddhism. Initially 1 practised in
the Theravada tradition, where I met the wise old-timer Russell
Williams and the scholar Lance Cousins. However, within a
couple of years, | had found the two Tibetan lamas who would be
my masters for life: His Holiness the 41* Sakya Trizin (1945-)
and Karma Thinley Rinpoche (1931- ). Thanks to them, over
the next several decades, 1 received some of the elements of a
traditional Buddhist education, primarily the contemplative and
philosophical teachings of the Sakya and Kagyu schools.

In the meantime, my academic life began in 1973, when, two
months after meeting Karma Thinley Rinpoche, I embarked upon
a degree in Religious Studies at the University of Manchester.
I didn't realise it at the time, but it would eventually stretch to a
BA, a PhD, and twenty years of teaching at the two universities in
Manchester. I was trained there as a historian of religions by such
eminent professors as Trevor Ling. However, | have to confess that
academic work was just a way to support my Buddhist studies,
practice and retreats. It’s not, incidentally, that I think that such
academic scholarship isn’t worthy of respect, but I just didn’t want
to get too caught up in it. I had other things to do.



Chapter 3
Science

Science seems omnipresent in the modern world; its explanatory
force and benefits are hard to deny. Indeed, its seemingly
unstoppable rise in status, which we touched upon earlier, has led
some to argue that Buddhism itself must be made more ‘scientific’ if
it is to survive. We will examine that argument here in this chapter,
since it is essential to distinguish ‘science’ - a means of analysing
and describing the world, which is not itself dependent upon
any particular philosophical view of the world - from ‘scientism,
which is an offshoot of the philosophical theory of materialism.
On the face of it, the suggestion to make Buddhism more
‘scientific’ seems quite compelling. Nevertheless, if we examine the
true implications of suggestions such as this, it will become clear
that such a project could not really work, and would not be any
help, even if it were achievable. It’s not, by the way, that one should
argue that Buddhism needs to be placed in a special protected
category reserved for ‘faiths’, a reservation into which reasoning
is not allowed. In this respect, Buddhism does not resemble the
varieties of theism, the authority of which rest (contrary to what
Descartes had hoped), in the final analysis, on the acceptance of
divine revelation. Rather, it is because the dharma, the body of
Buddha’s teachings, need only be defended by direct experience
and reasoning, and it has no need to borrow these from science.
In other words, Buddhism already possesses the reasoning that is
needed as a tool to verify and defend its views. Moreover, it seems
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that those who claim the need for a more ‘scientific’ Buddhism
are perhaps in fact trying to subvert Buddhism to a philosophical
belief system disguised as science.

Most of that which is presented as ‘science’ in these discussions
is not actually scientific praxis but a philosophical theory -
‘materialism’ — and it is essential that we distinguish between the
two. Whereas scientific discoveries continue to be made, modern
philosophical materialism is, in most important respects, identical
to the materialist systems of ancient India, systems which Buddha
and the great masters of our tradition knew and rejected. In
both its ancient and modern iterations, materialism asserts that
consciousness is, at best, merely an epiphenomenon deriving
entirely from physical sources (‘the four elements) or, nowadays,
electrical and chemical processes in the brain). However, in either
case, the assertion that sentience as an effect can be conjured from
non-sentient causes violates all reasoning. No matter how many
electrical or chemical processes there may be, they do not add
up to consciousness (the formless continuity that experiences
and cognises the world), but only the rearrangement of physical
processes. So much, incidentally, for materialism’s ‘cutting edge’
modernity -~ a notion advanced solely to intimidate us in to
thinking that it’s the irresistible wave of the future.

In fact, the contemporary insistence that science alone
can answer all questions about the nature of reality is actually
‘scientism), as we have described it earlier, a type of quasi-religious
faith that scientific knowledge is the only knowledge worthy of the
name. Most embarrassingly for its proponents, though they keep
it well hid, this very belief in science is a premise and not a finding
ever arrived at by any type of investigation.

Materialism cannot explain how life arose out of non-life, or
how consciousness arose from the non-conscious, with any more
compelling seriousness than the theist who declares that God
simply said: ‘Let there be light! This modern materialism adds
nothing to older materialist theories except the illusion that if
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complex physical processes are described in minute enough detail,
we, the audience, will not notice the sleight of hand involved
when sentience is magically conjured out of non-sentient matter
- a notion about as plausible as Pinocchio becoming a real boy.
The descriptions of how physical processes appear may be valid
enough, but inferences from those about how life arose, and the
ontological nature of those appearances, are not.

Buddhism has nothing to fear from science, nor, crucially, any
need to prostrate to it. It is the proper job of science to formulate
and test hypotheses about how physical processes appear to work.
Thus science is no doubt unparalleled in detecting and quantifying
things that have a material or mechanistic explanation, such
as the structure of DNA, but it cannot do any more than that.
This inbuilt limitation does not invalidate the usefulness of the
scientific enterprise, but it entails that it can have nothing of value
to say about such topics as the nature of mind itself. Nor can it
add anything of value about the nature of ethical behaviour and
altruism, and liberation from the cycle of suffering, which are the
core concerns of Buddhism. Of course, science has many valuable
things to say about the brain and nervous system, which, from a
Buddhist point of view, are the co-operating conditions that must
be present for the mind to interact with the world.

While science itselfis not dangerous for the Buddha's teaching,
what is dangerous is when the call for a ‘scientific Buddhism’
is actually an insistence that Buddhism must accord with the
materialist propositions of ‘scientism. To insist that Buddhism
must accord with principles that are, in fact, philosophical tenets
of materialism (going beyond the proper scientific praxis of
science) would be to contradict the essential philosophical views
of Buddhism. Such a Buddhism would be no Buddhism. It would
be a shrunken, desiccated apology for Buddhism, denuded of core
Buddhist teachings.

A Buddhism refashioned to accommodate materialism
would, for instance, necessarily be a Buddhism without rebirth.
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Thus, if there is no mind but merely material processes, there can
be no past and future lives. This would follow, because, once this
present body came to an end at death, there could be no further
basis for experience.

One might say at this point that the Buddhist teaching of
rebirth is too remote from our experience and so we must insist
on a new type of Buddhism. Yet, in actuality, rebirth is both
extraordinarily simple and a continuous process: we pass away
both from moment to moment and life to life. In fact, we can find
the profound and thus temporarily hidden truth of rebirth from
life to life by seeing the process as it occurs here and now. The
more we understand that our nature is one of fluidity, that we are
in fact always in the process of being born, the more relaxed we
become about the movement from life to life. In short, it is our
attachment to the idea of ourselves as a static fixed entity, one
bounded around either by God (which is, in general terms, the
view of ‘theists’) or the sleep of non-existence (which is generally
the view of ‘materialists’), that makes us resist the truth of rebirth,
which is, finally, nothing more than the truth that all reality is
process — a process in which, ultimately, there are no radical
discontinuities.

Incidentally, it is not just the fundamental teaching of rebirth
that would be cast out in this ‘scientistic’ Buddhism: so too would
be the related teaching of karma. If the reality of mind is denied,
it inevitably follows that it would render redundant any talk about
action (karma) and the attendant ripening of deeds, a theory
that is key to Buddhist moral thought. According to the Buddha,
karma is primarily mental in character. Thus, if one traces the
evolution of any particular action, it begins as a mental intention,
whether non-virtuous or virtuous - that is to say, contaminated
with the poisonous emotions of desire, hatred and ignorance or
motivated by their virtuous corollaries. Subsequently, then, this
mental action or intention might be translated into a physical or
verbal action. However, if one accepts the materialist’s ostensible

27

L



Science

denial of mind - as such a person must want us to do, if he or she
is talking in good faith - it makes as little sense to talk of intention
or motivation as to ascribe motivation to a vacuum cleaner.

According to Buddhism, our actions shape our future
experience primarily through the establishment of tendencies to
certain types of experiences and actions. These tendencies are then
carried forward in the mindstream, as the thinkers of the ‘Mind
Only’ system of tenets have described, but will only manifest if
and when the appropriate supporting conditions are present.
Since there is no hidden hand organising things, such as that of
God, but only the interaction of the limitless array of phenomena
that comprise the world, the time when the fruits of our actions
arise may be a very long way in the future. This, in summary, is
the meaning of karma - a tragically much mischaracterised and
misunderstood doctrine.

If there were really no mind (and perhaps just the electrical
and chemical impulses of the brain instead, as the materialists
insist) the Buddhist distinction between non-virtue and virtue
would also collapse. The distinction between these two is
predicated on intention, and, as we have just noted, in the absence
of mind, one cannot conceive of intention. Furthermore, since the
Buddha’s diagnosis of our situation suggests that the immediate
and most central cause of the suffering we inflict on ourselves and
others is the domination of our actions by the primary emotions
of desire, hatred and ignorance, to argue for a world without mind
would be utterly contradictory to this analysis. In short, without
the mental event of the disturbing emotions, there would be no
causes of suffering, let alone any mind to experience them.

One could go on detailing the abolition of all the key teachings
of Buddhism that such a ‘scientific Buddhism’ would entail, but
it’s easy to see, without looking too far, that this wouldn't leave
any Buddhism, except, maybe, sitting cross-legged and talking
peaceably about peace. It's possible that this kind of activity makes
some kind of commercial sense as the ‘Buddhism’ sold nowadays
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at expensive workshops on ‘spirituality’, but it'’s not a Buddhism
that’s ever been known among a single one of our predecessors.

Of course, one accepts that not everyone who discerns
an importance in fostering a dialogue between Buddhism and
science is an advocate of such a ‘non-Buddhist Buddhism’ Indeed,
there can be certain scientific analyses, most obviously in fields
like physics, where some researchers are ineluctably drawn to find
resonances with such Buddhist teachings as the interdependence
and emptiness of phenomena. In such cases, it is easy enough to
accept that such people might well be inspired by Buddhism after
studying such disciplines.

Nevertheless, in too many instances, one cannot help but
notice that many of those from the Buddhist side of any putative
dialogue with scientists are unqualified to distinguish between
actual scientific praxis and scientism, and between legitimate
scientific work and the bogus philosophical claims that may be
smuggled in to such discussion by mislabelling them ‘science’
Unfortunately, they are often unaware that, in Buddhist terms,
science is nota ‘view’ — defined in Buddhism as being a total way of
understanding the nature of reality, as is the case with a philosophy
or religious system — because scientific praxis is distinct from any
philosophy or religious system. Consequently, they mistakenly
believe that all scientific practitioners subscribe to a monolithic
world view.

Furthermore, even when such misunderstandings are
overcome, one is still entitled to wonder what the utility of
much of this dialogue might be, when one notes, for instance,
the emphasis placed, in such meetings between Buddhists and
scientists, on such philosophically trivial matters as validating
meditation practice by the study of brainwaves during meditation.
Of course, one may concede, for the sake of argument, that brain
activity might change during meditation, but it remains difficult
to see how this knowledge could contribute anything significant
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to the process of dissolving the twin obscurations of disturbing
emotions and ignorance, a dissolution that alone will bring about
enlightenment. Would, for instance, Jetsun Milarepa (1040-
1123), the most eminent yogin of the Kagyu tradition, have
achieved decisive realisation more swiftly if he had possessed a
knowledge of neurology? The question needs only to be raised to
be answered. The plain truth is that a variety of physical effects,
from the modification of the pulse rate to altered frequency of
brainwaves, may accompany meditation, but these effects are not
the primary source of the experience of the meditating mind any
more than a lessening of indigestion during meditation would be.
In short, even this understandable wish to advance Buddhism
by linking it with the prestige of science might sometimes obscure
the actual power of Buddhism. The unique force of the Buddha'’s
teachings lies in its diagnosis of suffering and its causes, and its
prescription of the path to the cessation of that suffering. This
fact alone means that Buddhism can speak for itself, even in the
modern marketplace of ideas. It follows from this that the best way
we can help preserve the Buddha’s teaching is to stay true to it.
Right about now, that might be the most radical thing to do.

b
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Chapter S
Conceit

There’s an old story about a frog. He’s lived all his life in a well,
but one day another frog appears at the top of the well. They get
talking and the strange frog tells the old one that he’s come from
somewhere called ‘the Ocean.

‘T've never heard of that. I guess it’s about a quarter of the size
of my well?’

‘No! More than that!" answers the other.

‘OK - a half?’

‘Much bigger!” the strange frog laughs.

“The same size, then?’

‘No, even bigger!” says the foreign frog.

‘Alright. This [ need to see!’ says the old frog, and he clambers
excitedly, despite himself, out of his well and sets off for the ocean.

It’s a hard road, but, at last, he arrives there by the ocean side.

Unfortunately, when he finally sees how big it is, the shock is
so great that his head explodes.

Lately it occurs to me that this well-loved story told by Patrul
Rinpoche, a great nineteenth-century master of the Nyingma
tradition, could apply to many of us in our encounter with
Buddhism. Just like that frog, we have a bad case of the disease
of conceit. We are so confident in the opinions that we bring with
us to this encounter that we have no inkling of the vastness of
the Buddha’s teaching nor how radically different it is from our
preconceptions. In other words, we are the frog before he even
gets out of the well.
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Such pride is usually characterised as one of the ‘six stains’ that
should be avoided when we receive the teachings.” Unfortunately,
as Patrul Rinpoche himself pointed out, it is very difhcult to
recognise it for what it is. However, unless we can dissolve it, our
receipt of spiritual teachings will be profitless at best and, at worst,
poisonous.

There's something essentially closed-minded about pride.
What we need instead is a sense of humility, which will render us
open to the teachings. The traditional analogy employed for this
positive approach to them is that of a vessel placed the right way up
so that it can be filled with water. This receptivity is, however, not
to be confused with credulity nor a hurried and irritable reaching
after certainty when the teachings are difficult. It is, rather, a
readiness to attend to the words and meaning of the teaching and
then to persist in critical reflection until it has been digested and
become a part of our thinking.

Sadly, many of us nowadays believe that we already know all
there is to know about Buddhism. Such presumption has a number
of causes, but chief among them is the conviction that Buddhism
and our own pre-existing assumptions are identical. It seems that
this belief is particularly pernicious because it blocks any genuine
encounter with the dharma. Perhaps we can represent this belief in
the form of a faulty syllogism:

My opinions are compassionate. Buddhism is compassionate.
Therefore Buddhism must be identical with my opinions.

Incidentally, perhaps we are exhibiting a similar lack of self-
awareness when we assert that our version of Buddhism is free
of dogma. Let me rephrase this in line with what we really mean
when we say this:
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Buddhismshould be free of dogma (that 1 don'tlike). However,
Buddhism must conform to contemporary opinions ( because
they are not dogma and 1 like them).

In fact, we have to suspend the entirety of our prior
assumptions, whether they are religious, political or cultural, if
we are going to make the journey with the Buddha to uncover the
true nature of reality.

I know this from my own experience. When I met my
principal teachers in the early 1970s, I had just departed the
‘counter-culture” and I simply assumed that, apart from the issue
of drugs, Tibetan masters would subscribe totally to the values of
that world. I was astonished to discover that, without exhibiting
any rancorous ideology, both my lamas approved of monarchy,
something I had scorned as an illusion. From this and other
revelations of how Buddhism actually differed wildly from what
I had assumed, I began to understand that what is important is
not whether a Buddhist should support monarchy but that we
have to lay aside our opinions in order to be able to ‘listen’ without
prejudice to what the teaching actually says.

There are many important examples of our casually arrogant
habit of assuming, without evidence, that two-and-a-half thousand
years of Buddhist teachings are identical to modern opinions or can
be made identical with them, as we have seen in the preceding two
chapters, which focused on confusions about science and politics.
You can see its effect in the dismay expressed by some when they
discover traditional Buddhist views on ethical issues to do, for
instance, with matters of life and death such as abortion, which,
being the deliberate taking of life, is regarded as a very grave moral
fault.”® Often all that results is a determined effort to excise the
offending teaching, perhaps in the name of a ‘higher compassion,
or to re-jig it so that it’s fit for this week’s fashionable notions.
However, in the final end, the embodiment of the timeless truths
discovered by the Buddha, his teaching, must take precedence over
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the disposable opinions of those who worship only the ephemeral,
whether it is called ‘left’ or ‘right’, ‘progressive’ or ‘conservative, or
something else.

One could well guess that our disregard for the actual
teaching of Buddhism is one reason why many Asian Buddhists
have come to regard Western Buddhists as ultimately unserious.
In particular, this might sometimes tempt educated yet more
cynical teachers to steer clear of mentioning anything that might
challenge and provoke their putative disciples’ displeasure. Some
such teachers might even decide to alter the teachings themselves
lest their sponsors withdraw support. Naturally, such evasiveness
would accomplish little for the survival of Buddhism. After all, one
might wonder what could be the utility of a dharma that does not
undermine our assumptions.

What compounds these problems is that, although Buddhism
has sometimes been a minority culture in a surrounding sea of non-
Buddhism, its present situation, one where religion itself exists
only on the barely tolerated margins, is unprecedented. Thus the
contrast between Buddhism in its various Asian forms and how it
is situated in this new Western environment is striking. Consider
the difference between the position in which, for instance,
Tibetan Buddhism presently finds itself in the typically small
Western ‘dharma centre’ attended by a relatively small number
of people, in contrast to its former dominant place in the social
and cultural continuities of Tibet with enormous monasteries and
influence. The gap could hardly be greater. Thus it would appear
that Buddha’s teaching is at a severe disadvantage nowadays in its
power to influence our society and culture.

Perhaps that’s why I often hear people arguing that Buddhism
has to change to fit in with these modern times, such as by, for
instance, excising monasticism and formulating an entirely lay
form of the religion. However, I'm not sure what Buddhism they
are talking about, as a Buddhism entirely devoid of monasticism is
one in which one of'its fundamental pillars is missing. In actuality,
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this whole talk of change versus stasis is misconceived. The
accumulated wisdom of the Buddha’s tradition has always been
transmitted in a living form — from person to person - and thus it
is an error to regard it as merely a static body of knowledge. Each
link in the chain of the tradition has to re-present the teachings in
the light of their own cultural and social setting. We can see this
process at work in the early history of Buddhism in Tibet. At that
time, the early Tibetan scholars and practitioners worked with their
Indian mentors to establish the lines of Indian Buddhist teaching
in their new setting - a setting a world away from the intellectually
and artistically sophisticated milieu of mediaeval India. Out of
this grew the four most influential schools of Tibetan Buddhism -
Nyingma, Sakya, Kagyu and Geluk ~ each with their repertoire
of teachings in the form of monastic ordination, bodhisattva vow,
and the initiations, transmissions and instructions of “The Vajra
Vehicle!

However, to accept the necessity of creative re-presentation of
the tradition to meet the challenges of new cultures is not at all to
believe that we can and should improve upon the essentials of the
Buddhist teachings themselves. I believe that such a presumption
is prevalent in contemporary Western Buddhist circles as a result
of the unacknowledged influence of the idea of progress, which we
have discussed in the preceding chapters. The power of this myth
is at work whenever people talk of such things as ‘what the modern
world can do for Buddhism’ or ‘what must be added to (or deleted
from) Buddha’s teachings to make them acceptable today’

As we have indicated earlier, the notion that history is
progressive and that, consequently, we are, in important respects,
superior to preceding generations, is deeply engrained in our
Western habits of thought. Consequently, most of us blithely
assume that we are the cleverest humans to appear upon this earth,
when the truth is very different. In actuality, for every temporary
improvement in one area of human affairs, we can usually point to
a corresponding shrinkage of our moral, intellectual or spiritual
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capacities in another. The record of the twentieth century — one
shaped, incidentally, by those who asserted most strongly that
history was approaching a perfect climax, whether the Communist
state or the Thousand-Year Reich — must be one of the bloodiest
in world history. Think of the Shoah or consider the many millions
who perished at the hands of Stalin or Mao.

Buddhism, in contrast to the unquestioning optimism of
progress, has ideas contrary to all that. It teaches us that history
is essentially cyclical, just as nature itself suggests. Therefore
societies and civilisations rise and fall, and any progress that may
occur is merely temporary. As Vasubandhu says in The Treasury of
Abhidharma:

'The palaces of impermanence arise and decay, together with
their inhabitants.””

Of course, in any society, certain ideas and social forms
possess such a force that they exert a significant influence for a
period of time, but, eventually, their energy is exhausted and their
influence disappears. We can also acknowledge that some of the
cultural patterns of one civilisation may be superior to another
- for instance, the Christian emphasis on charity is clearly more
benign than the Aztec predilection for human sacrifice, but,
in time, however positive or great a civilisation is, all ideologies
wither and die.

The fact is, therefore, that if we put aside our conceit and
listen carefully to what Buddhism teaches, we will realise that
progress is not inevitable. The only lasting change is that which is
won by the individual effort to apply the teachings of the Buddha,
and, by so doing, finally attain the state of being a Buddha, fully
awakened to the nature of reality and endowed with the qualities
of wisdom and compassion that flow from the ending of the
sleep of ignorance. In this light, it makes no sense to talk and act
as if we moderns can improve on the Buddha in respect of moral
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sensibility, contemplative experience or philosophical insight,
among many other items.

We can understand this point by considering the act of
"Taking Refuge’, which is the ceremony that traditionally marks
one as a Buddhist. In this ceremony one affirms that, from now on,
in all one’s spiritual endeavours, one will rely upon the Buddha, his
teaching and the community of those who practise the Buddha’s
teaching. To put it plainly, we take refuge in the Buddha because,
as the ritual of refuge declares, ‘he is best among all humans), since
he has realised the true nature of reality. That nature, the emptiness
that characterises all phenomena, does not alter: it neither declines
nor improves. Consequently, the wisdom that apprehends it
cannot be improved upon either. If such were possible, Buddha
would not be the Enlightened One and a valid object upon whom
we can rely.

As Sakya Pandita cautioned his fellow Tibetans when similar
questions of adaptation were a matter of intense debate in the
thirteenth century:

One should hold correctly

To the key points of the teaching

Undiluted and in agreement with the sutras and tantras,

For no matter how fine its wheels may be,

A chariot cannot move if its axle is broken,

And the other senses cannot work

If the life faculty has ceased.

Just so, no matter how good other instructions may be,

They are powerless if the key points of the teaching have been
spoiled.”®

Thus, when we talk about a (wholly appropriate) adaptation
and flexibility, we should avoid confusing this with the notion
of improving the Buddha's teachings. None of the intellectual
products of our particular civilisation, whether political ideologies
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