3.

What Did Buddha and Jesus Teach?

-

In this chapter we seek to make our starting points clear: the
core teachings of Jesus and Buddba revolve, respectively, around
the rule of God and enlightenment for all. Recognizing that these
messages are irreducibly different, we also affirm that they are .
nonexclusive, noncompetitive, and therefore importantly, even

urgently, complementary.

A Buddhist Perspective: Paul
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The question we are trying to answer in this chapter—what was
the heart of the good news that Buddh ?—-;2'
i s TmpossTble as T T Tmportant. For woch s oICag?—~
one answer for all times. While there are indeed pivotal, essential,
unchangeable ingredients to the transforming messages of Jesus
and Buddha, these ingredients will always be assembled and
understood differently for different cultures and times.

" So let me suggest a way of summarizing Buddha’s core mes-
sage that I think is both faithful to Buddhist tradition and tuned
to the needs and language of our present day: To the people of
his time and of all times, Gautama the Buddha announces that
peace is possible now. He knows that this is true for everyone +
bécause he discovered it to be true for himself. It is really and
truly possible for all human beings—as long as their basic needs

of food and shelter are met—to attain a level of inner peace 2 &
that will sustain them no matter what happens in their lives.
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40  Jesus and Buddha

As the Dh apada, one of the oldest and most revered of
Buddhist scriptures, puts it tersely and dauntingly: “The bhikku
[the serious practitioner of Buddha’s message], peaceful and
well-concentrated, is called ‘one at peace’” (vs. 378); “The wise
person can become an island no flood will overwhelm” (25).
Peace is possible now is the message that Buddha announced
in his very first sermon on the Four Noble Truths. But the first of
these truths makes it clear thatBiddha’s promise of peace was as
honestly realistic as it was daringly optimistic. The opening line

%of Buddha’s sermon is this: “Life is full of suffering [dukkha).”

¥
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This is Buddha’s hard-nosed realism; there is no way to live life
and avoid pain, disappointment, loss, and frustration. There is
no place We can go e can do that will fully
protect us from, or make us entirely immune to, things or people
or events that hurt us. Although Buddha would not have put it
this way, he would, I think, have agreed with Forrest Gump:
“Shit happens.” And we can’t stop it from happening.

{But we can deal with it. And here enters Buddha’s optimism,
hisgood news. No matter what kind of suffering happens, no
matter how much of it there s, there is always a way in which
we can deal with jt so that it does not diminish or destroy our
W he peace that Buddha offers is stronger than
any Kind or amount of suffering. In fact, if we follow Buddha’s
directives and advice seriously and persistently, there can come
2 point in our lives in which we still feel the pains and disap-

intments of life, but they will no longer be felt as suffering.
They will happen. We will feel them. But they won’t be able to
unsettle our lives, our fundamental peace-full-ness.

And this can be the case in this life—before we die. This is
perhaps one of the most sobering and delightfully challenging
aspects of Buddha’s teachings for Christians: We don’t have to
wart till heaven, till_the next life, in order to be truly and fully
“saved.” It can happen now—just as Jesus insisted that the reign

T God can happen right now. Itis already here. We can be
héaled, saved, given a niew lease on life, before this life is over.
In fact, if we follow Buddha’s advice, embodied in the Eightfold
Path, we can be saved today. >

Buddha’s diagnosis and remed roblem of suffering.
Su tfMism about Ainding a solution for the problem of
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suffering is rooted in Buddha’s diagnosis of the deeper causes of

suffering. The Second Noble Truth announces that tanbha—trans-
« . -

lated “craving” or “grasping”—is the origin of all our sufferings. ﬂ‘&”,{
Why does tanba cause dukkha? Simple. Because it is trying to
do the imWeld on yl&
to. They can’t be held on to because they are impermanent. Im-
permanence—the teaching that everything, absolutely everything
(even God!); 15 part of a process of constant change through
constant interconnecting—is one of the core truths that Buddha
woke up to under the Bodhi tree. Suf'@_r_i_ng, therefore, is basically
the frustration anyone would feel when trying to contain water
in a sieve or trying to catch a bird in flight.

But if the problem is craving or clinging, what can we do
about it? Here Buddha’s diagnosis goes deeper. And here is where
it mightd omewhat from Christian diagnoses. At first, what
Buddhists call craving and what Christians call sin may seem tgiaé_\ )
be pointing to the samg problem. After all, Christians understand™——
sin as selfishness, trying to hold on to things just for oneself. - =
But when we take up the further question of why we are sinful,
or why we crave, there seem to be majgf d : ;
Christian and Buddhist responses.”For Christians, we are caught
in selfish craving because we afé fallen_®ur human nature is a
fallen namre, Somewhere, somehow, early in humanity’s history, ¢
Fiings got messed up. And the mess is something we’re born .
into—or born with. This, we are told, is what the foundational
Christian doctrine of origingl sin is trying to get at. We are sinfulé\< k=

by nature, by fallen nature..
Buddha’s diagnosis is quite different. The fundamental prob-

lem that humanity faces—the underlying reason why people keep
causing themselves and others so much suffering because of so

much craving and clinging—is not that weé are corrupt and sinful 3
_l;}%%Rather, it is becatise we are ignorant about who and \ g_S
what we really are. Our problem iSOt an inherent sinfulness

but an inherited ignorance. We’ve inherited the ignorance from
all the karma that preceded us. (We will take a closer look at
karma in coming chapters.) But—and here is the really good
news—if j

f ignorance is our fundamental problem, we are dealing
problem | This problem is s as part
of our human nature. Rather, it’s around us, like-a-sturrounding 5

with a fixable
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darkness. But darkness can be dispelled by light. We can be en-

lightened.i The antidote for the ignorance that causes suffering
\%w to wake up to what we really are.

O

So, what are we really? This we will be exploring in the
chapters dealing with the nature of the Ultimate and of the
human self. For the moment, following especially Tibetan and
Zen teachings, we can say that our true nature, our real nature,
is Buddha-nature. Qur f is not our individual self. Our
individual small minds are really part of a big Mind. As my Bud-

dhist teacher puts it, we are the Space that contains and expresses

lity that is the source of our fundamental safety and peace.

- ———— . - .
\// {7 everything—a larger conscious, compassionate, interconnecting

Once we start to realize or wake up to what we really are,
we realize that we don’t have to cling to or hold on to anything
because, as it were, we are already held. Once we wake up to
our Buddha-nature, once we realize the Space in which and out
of which we live and move and have our being, then nothing,
no matter how much it hurts or disappoints or frustrates, can
destroy the strength of our inner Peace, of our ability both to
endure and to respond to whatever happens.

We look into all this, again and more deeply, in Chapter 7.

Buddba ogers an ortho%raxis rather than an arthodoxy. The
question that now naturally and perhaps hesitantly arises is
this: How can we wake up to what we really dre? How in the
world==in this world, right now—can we achieve enlightenment?
Buddha offers an answer in his Fourth Noble Truth: by follow-
ing the Eightfold Path. Here we™have another pivotal, glowing
piece of Buddha’s good news. Not only does he promise that we
can deal-with suffering and find Peace, but he also clearly lays
do that.

We've already touched on the Eightfold Path in Chapter 1. It
is especially important for Christians, I think, to note that in of-
fering the Eightfold Path as the means to overcoming ignorance

apd-ackieving peace, Buddha is not telling us what we have to
e’s telling us what we hav@ his is why I’'m de-
seribing Buddha’s good news as primarily a call to orthopraxis

rather than to orthodoxy—right acting rather than right believ-
ing. Here we may have a certain difference between what Jesus

and Buddha called for. Good newsbased on orthopraxis carries
two implications for what it means to follow Buddha:
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prd

1. A call to acting a certain way as the avenue to achieving

Wl s
peace has the character of an experiment. Try this and

see what happens. If it doesn’t work, if it doesn’t produce
the kind of peace that can deal with any form of suf-
fering—then chuck it and try something else. Buddhg:s
good news is extremely pragmatic. If it doesn’t wor'k, it’s
either not true at all, or it’s not true for your particular
situation and conditioning. L
2. Buddha’s preference for right acting over right believing is
not intended to diminish the importance of right believ-
ing. Rather, he is offering us a w of arriv- %
ing at right beliefs that is rooted in our own experience
and not'in his, or anyone else’s, authority. In calling us to
try out the Eightfold Path, he is promising us that if we
act a certain way, we will feel a certain way. And what we
feel and what we experience in our OWn awareness and
intelligence will tell us what is true. By acting a certain
way, we will begin to experience ourselves anc_i our world
differently. Acting leads to knowing. Behavior leads to
belief. We wi[f—k/;‘zﬁ the truth by doing the truth. Fpr
Buddha, we don’t first believe the truth and then practice

it. We first practice it, and then we believe it.

An orthopraxis of mindfu mpassion. How might
we summarize the right practice to which the Eightfold Path cal‘ls
us? Picking up on the brief description of the Eightfqld Pgth in
Chapter 1, and reflecting the instructions I have rc?celyed in my
Tibetan practice, I think we can focus right practice in two es-
sential ingredients: mindfulness and compassion. Without these
two ways of living, we cannot wake up to what we really are.

Mindfulness, as we will see in greater detail in Qhapter 9,i1s
the ongoing effort not to let our thoughts and feelings get the
best of us. Our problem s not that we have thoughts a'nd feel-
ings, but rather that we take them too seriously; we think they&”

are giving us the fulland final word about who we and others

really are. When this happens, we don’t have thoughts and feel-
ings. They have us. .

So Buddha’s good news calls us to develop our “mmdfulngss
muscles.” We do this especially in the “gym” of our daily medn.ta—
tion. We are mind-ful of all our thinking and judging and feeling
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and reacting; we observk what’s going on,JAnd we don’t cling
to thoughts or emotions. We let them be. And we let them go.
By not holding on to them, they can’t hold on to us. And in this
process we can get behind, or-see through, our thoughts to an
awareness or a feeling of th@e}lity that contains us and that
we are. Mindfulness cleans the condensation on the windshield
so that we can see what is really there. Just how this all works,
I can’t say. That it does, I can say. Thich Nhat Hanh calls it “the
miracle of mindfulness.”

Compassion is both what happens when we are mindful and
also a way of practicing mindfulness. Compassion is mindful-
ness directed to other people and sentiefit beings. We don’t let
the thoughts we have of them define them. We don’t allow the
feelings they stir up in us to determine who they really are. In
doing this, we come to feel and understand that they too are
held in the Space or Spirit that interconnects us all. In extend-
ing compassicT to them, we feel the Space. In being mindful of
the Space, we naturally feel compassion. This is what Buddhists
mean when they announce that Wisdom generates Compassion,
and Compassion reveals Wisdom.

So this is the good news of Buddha: it is really and truly pos-
sible to wake up to a Reality that grounds us in Peace (Wisdom)
and calls us to care about others (Compassion).

A Cbhristian Response: Roger

Paul, your brief but exquisite representation of Buddha’s teaching
shows its metaphysical depth. Despite its practical character, for
the way to peace is through practice, it also reflects the universal
condition of the human. This prods me to go back to my largely
historical representation of Jesus’s teaching and to open up some
of it@taphysical underpinnings and projections.

Th€ God who rules is the loving creator God we met in Chap-
ter 1. The God of infinite energy who is “larger” than the uni-
verse is personal, loving, attentive to each creature, and intends
the flourishing of all. Followers of Buddha and Jesus will have
to talk about the latent suppositions of their straightforward
depictions of a way of life.

The personal character of the God who creates, sustains, and

rules implies a moral universe. The scenario is not persons in an
— >
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impersonal world, but a material universe suffused with moral
or intentional underpinning. Enlightenment should ‘enable dis-
cernment of cosmic intention, concern, and love beneath nature’s
objectively random and sometimes destructive ways. God is the
within of all things, their source of energy and life.

At the heart of this universal morality Jesus locates justice,
and he teaches this in_forceful ways. The rich man who lacked
nothing but ignored the poor man at Tis door died into a lone-
some and punishing suffering; the poor man who succumbed
neglected and unattended at the rich man’s gate was born anew
into comfort and fulfillment. Jesus’s parable is a blunt statement
that the universal human desire for equity in a world of innocent
suffering has a transcendent warranty, a personal Dharma.

Jesus’s teaching, according to his tradition, imagines things
narrati in-time; the cyclical thythm of the seasons exists
within the rule of God that is not affected by them. The realiza-
tion of God’s rule lies up ahead, maybe as something always
possible, m lose d, maybe breaking in with this or
that event, maybe in fragments here and now, but absolutely in
the end. I 3se, however, is it programmed organically or
teleologically; it is not automatic as a necessary development of
nature; 1t 1D Ias the result of God’s power and fidelity
and always mediated by historjcal events. ca’é,

The rule of God may be available now, but to tap into it

requires gracé'gg% 52 Eh‘? form of ac_gég?; rather than the gractlc%
Teditation. 1he rule of God is a historical Project. Here is

“Soother tem about which followers of Buddha and Jesus have
to talk. We cannot drive a wedge between meditation and social
activity. The followers of each can understand the language of
a path of life. Buddha invited people into a path leading to en-
lightenment that then overflows in service. Jesus invites follow-
ers to do as he does: teach, heal, bear witness, promote change
in the death-dealin ife, and pray. Living within
the rule of God entails living a life of discipleship of one who is
enlightened and connected.

A Christian Perspective: Roger

Over the centuries countless essays have been written to intro-
duce Jesus of Nazareth. The Gospels, practically speaking, are

—~
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the sole source for recreating Jesus’s ministry. But they can be
enhanced by historical reconstruction of Jesus’s context. In the
last couple of centuries historians have also tried to get behind
later embellished interpretations of him in the Gospels in order
to represent how his ministry appeared to his contemporaries.
This historical approach is helpful because it allows comparison
with Gautama Siddhartha. Although the Gospels do not provide
a detailed record of Jesus’s activities, they yield a fairly clear but
broad portrait of his ministry and the content of his message.
This introduction to Jesus focuses on the rule of God that cen-
tered the many facets of his ministry. -

Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus was born a few years before the be-
ginning of the first millennium and died around the year 30 CE
in what is today Israel or Palestine. The Gospels provide no
physical description of his person. The stories surrounding his
infancy are generally considered theologically motivated legends.
Jesus learned his religious heritage as a Jew from Nazareth in
Galilee. He was referred to as a carpenter (Mk 6:3). Many think
that he became a disciple of John the Baptist before striking out
on his own. John preached religious repentance and conversion
and symbolized them with a rite of ritual cleansing (Mk 1:4ff.).
The messages of the two men are similar in some respects and
different in others.

One can discern how Jesus appeared to his fellow Jews by the
way he fitted the known roles of teacher, healer, and prophet.
As an-itinerant-teacher Jesus went from town to town in Galilee
preaching to people in parable and sayings. Such teachers were
generally poor and detached from accumulated possessions; they
concentrated on deeper matters of the spirit and illustrated their
message by example. A healer was a role that people were famil-
iar with in Jesus’s time. Jesus did not use medicines' but relied
on the spiritual power of faith and an appeal to God’s Spirit. His
healings are depicted both as routine activity among crowds who
pressed in around him and occasionally as wondrous events. As

a prophert Jesus critigized various social and religious practices
———

'He sometimes used visible rituals or demonstrative gestures to dra-
matize what he was doing. A good example appears in Mark’s Gospel,
when Jesus used spittle to heal a man who was deaf and had a speech
impediment (Mk 7:31-37).

Prtankdnchanl

Rt IR el A AT AR N PO A A A

kel O

iy Sl s =

1

oy

Nl B AR S R

A e

(PR e

What Did Buddha and Jesus Teach? 47

in the name of the standard of God’s word and values known
through his Jewish tradition. His criticisms ranged from indict-
ment of “this generation” to stinging criticism of certain groups
within Judaism. His preaching was not timid. He provoked some;
he occasioned conflict with certain parties; and his ministry led
to his death. - .
Tt is not certain how long Jesus’s ministry lasted, somewhere
between one year and three. But in the end he so antagonized
either the religious leaders of Israel or the Romans who were
occupying the land, or both, that they reacted. This led to his
execution as a threat to public order and other religious charges.
¢ his death his followers became convinced that God had
raised him from death and received him into God’s own sphere.
75 Taith conviction empowered the formation of a Jesus move-
ment that gradually evolved into a Christian church independent
of Judaism. ,
The rule of God. T}W_dﬁso;i-bee'fhmheﬁf—ef
Jesus’s teaching. Its comprehensive meaning requires that it be
Carefully studied in its relation to Jewish tradition and in Jesus’s
usage. This account of the content of the rule of God simplifies
the many different facets of this image but does not betray the
basic meaning. What the “rule of God” refers to may be para-
phrased as the way things would be on earth if they coincided
with the intent of the creator God and the way things will be at

the'end 2f time. 0/,%

Jesus’s view of God reflects hi§i [ewish tradition. Because God
is creator of the world, Jesus refers to God as both caring for
every creature and ruling the world like a king. Kingship in Juda-
ism had none of the negative connotations it might have today
in democratic cultures. Jesus’s God is both creator and heavenly
father; God is sovereign and personally attentive to history. In
his ministry Jesus related to God both as divine power and one
to whom one prayed using interpersonal language. When Jesus
taught his disciples to pray, he gave them some typical words
and phrases. He said that one should honor the transcendence
and holiness of God and then ask that God’s rule be established
in this world in the same way that it is in heaven (Mt 6:9-13).
From this one can discern some of the different connotations of
the rule of God. The world as it is does not reflect the order the
creator intended, but the prayer that Jesus taught asks that God
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act to establish it. The rule of God points to an expansive idea,
the way things shoutdbe i contrast to the way they are, and
theWmﬁMa&m help change things.

spects of God’s rule. Jesus spoke about the rule of God us-
ing various rhetorical devices, and he demonstrated its values by
his actions. He told parables that illustrated God’s rule. These
m frequerttly make a point about the rule of God by
sharp contrasﬁ(ﬁﬁﬂnan expectations. Describing some of these
parables illustrates how creatively they suggest that things could
be different. Imagine these stories being told to different people
in groups of various sizes.

Jesus spoke of a_rich “fool” who stored up all his wealth in
barns to finance a long and leisurely retirement and then sud-
denly died (Lk 12:16-21). The story dramatizes that human
life unfolds within a sphere of transcendence that encompasses
the whole of existence. The man was a fool because he ignored

is relation to God and thought only of immediate temporal
comfort.

Jesus told the story of the younger of two sons of a land-
owner. He asked for his share of the inheritance, went off and
squandered it, and ended up in a subhuman situation. When he
gained the courage and humility to return home, he found his
father waiting for him with outsized acceptance and love (Lk

5:11-32). God is like this father who restored the young man
to dignity as though he had been dead and now was alive again.
The story depicts a personal, Toving, and-forgiving God who
unconditionally embraces every single human life.

Jesus told his fellow Jews the story of one of their enemies,
a Samaritan, who went out of his way to take care of a Jew

—wtro-Haa’Eéﬁ' robbed, beaten, and left for dead by thieves (Lk
10:29=37). The story displays ar&e_t}_li_cs'gf_]gy that is not ethni-
cally limited but universal, an ethics that seeks out those in need,
even enemies, and makes them neighbors.

Jesus told the story of a_rich man living in luxury with a dis-
eased beggar lying outside his gate; the rich man died and was
punished in an afterlife; the poor man was comforted in heaven
(Lk 16:19-31). This simple story affirms that morality and justice

structure the universe; the impersonal and destructive passage
of time does not describe the inner substance of reality. Justice

:
§
:
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means the equal worth before God of each human being and the
human imperative to respect it.

Jesus told the story of the end of time, when those who have
actively loved others will be rewarded and those who ignored
ofthers in need will be punished (Mt 25:31-46). This story, with
its perspective of finality, sorts things out in terms of ultimate
importance.

The rule of God has all these qualities that together emphati-
cally change a spontaneous and superficial appreciation of things.
It reproves absolute attention to immediate satisfaction. It rejects
the idea of an impersonal universe that offers no forgiveness. It
condemns a pragmatic individualist ethic unconcerned with so-
ciety. It transcends a worldview that aims for no future at all or
one of absolute emptiness. In contrast, the rule of God offers a
universe sustained by a personal power of love, a friendly source
of being who accepts and energizes people to love all others out
of gratitude, and who offers humanity a promise of eternal life.

The significance of God’s rule. There are two distinct but over-
lapping ways of appreciating the rule of God that Jesus taught.
The first way is_analytical, as in the preceding paragraphs. Jesus
communicated the rule of God in many indirect ways, through
his parables, sayings, a i its values. The
first approach collects the many testimonies of his ministry and
tries to fit them together into a complex whole. The second ap-
proach recognizes at the start that the rule of God is not a clear
idea corresponding to a definable object but instead expresses
a religious experience of God’s being the almighty creator God
who is also a personal lover of human beings and whose desire
is that each one flourish and in the end be saved. The rule of
God points to the deeper foundation of all reality that cannot be

- clearly imagined. Although it only appears in fragments, it still
contradicts the ordinary assessment of things. It manifests itself
in Jesus’s ministry, which thus provides ideals to be striven for,
a basis for critique of destructive human behavior, and grounds

for hope in an absolute futur

The rule of God propofes a utopia 1dealistic conceptio
of reality. It sets forth ideals for human striving and virt
are worth cultivati others in society. The

ruleof God is not a set of commandments but a comprehensive

.
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/ vision of reality thdt grolunds the character of human existence,
personalty and as a community of persons. This framework
actualizes itself in concrete persons, actions, and situations as

——— plNSE S
exemplified in Jesus’s stories and in his own story.

The rule of God as just described sets the context fo h-
ics. It does not provide a set of rules to decide complex cases; it
1s not a categorical imperative that can be expressed in maxims.
But the rule of God carries an _ethical edge. It gives human beings
leverage to recognize that {fits or that is wrong when it attacks
or undermines the value of human lives, or when society fails to
be concerned about whole groups of people who are squeezed
out of the workings of community.

£ God also supplies human existence with the

an absolute future. It responds to the ques-
tions of whence, where, and whither with a premise of creation
and a promise of eternal life on the basis of the power of a per-
sonal creator God. Such a promise engenders a second kind of
empowerment beyond the ing itself. It gives humans
something to live for in ¢he future, a goal Any this goal promises
meaning for each person and 1ot eachrperson’s actions. In other

'_m;tghe rule of God challenges the rule of death and promises

eternal meaning for what human beings are and do. It directly

addresses the question of hlir%a_u_s___g__ﬁg_e__r,&.
Jesus’s relevance for all. That which opens up the possibility

that Jesus can be a universally relevant and reconciling media-
tor and not a competitive religious figure lies in the exegetical
consensus that historically Jesus did not preach himself but the
rule of God. Jesus’s mission and being were oriented toward
king God’s values, the Wi , the will and the rule of God, operative in
I the world, in" personal lives and in society. N
This exocentric interpretation of Jesus can be found in the
hymn to Jesus Christ in Philippians 2:6-11. Jesus emptied himself
and took on the form of a servant or slave relative to the rule of
God. This is frequently called kenotic Christology, a term drawn
from this text. In theology Paul Tillich has adopted a version
of this strictly dialectical Christology: Jesus is the Messiah or
Christ because he surrenders his own person to the absolute and
ultimate reality of the creator God, ground of being.
The strictly theocentric gharacter of Jesus’s ministry requires
a christological interpretation that preserves the humanity of
> —
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Jesus and his being filled with the power of the Spirit of God the ,
creator. This tension allows the Christian to find the creator God
who was at work in Jesus analogously at work in other religions
precisely as immanent, loving, accompanying, and provident
energy. Jesus does not appear to be a divisive barrier between
religions, except where religion sanctions human behaviors that
run counter to the values of God’s rule, and these appear as fre-
quently in Christianity as they do in most other major religions.

A Buddbist Response: Paul

I must say, Roger, that your summary of what Jesus taught

ntrasts starkly—but I hope promisingly—with what I think
Buddha taught. The differences revolve around Jesus’s notion ;%\ﬁ
Am—

of the rule of God.

If you had just focused on Jesus’s experience of “a personal,
loving, and forgiving God who unconditionally embraces every
single human life,” then, as we shall see in Chapter 5, we could
explore some illuminating analogies between God as love and
the Mahayana teachings on Emptiness and Interbeing. But if
Jesus’s main concern, as you say, was not just God but the rule
of God, then I believe we have something that is really unique to
Jesus, that is, something for which there is not a'direct analogue
1n Buddha’s message.

The rule of God, as you describe it so clearly, means that
Jesus’s God wants. to change not only hearts but social struc-

tures. The world as it is—as it was in Palestine under Roman

oppression—is ot the way God wants the world to be. As you
and other liberation theologians make clear, for Jesus, as a good
ewi , a society consistent with God’s rule will be built

not only on Jove but on justice—justice especially for those who
have beén steppeg on ang pushed aside.

So the God of Jesus is up to something in history. History is
going—or can go—somewhere, toward a world that can be bet-
ter tomorrow than it is today. Therefore, Christians cag
Indeed, they must hope. And they have to act in order to bring
about this hoped-for, changed world.

I hear very little of such a message from Gautama. The intent
of his teachings was primarily to change hearts and minds, not

society. He wasn’t concerned about history going anywhere.
A
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Yes, he surely realized that enlightened minds would produce an
enlightened society, but he wanted to transform the way people
saw and experienced the world so that they would not cling to
their thoughts and desires about the world. Yes, his message that
everyone could be enlightened was an indirect criticism of the
caste system and gender identities of the time. But that was not
Tis main intent. The notion of justice doegTiot'even figure into
his preaching. He was so concerned with living in the moment
that he warned against the distractingmg-f_l;;’ ping for the
future.

So, he never got into trouble with the powers that be, as Je-
sus did. He did not antagonize or provoke kings or princes the
way Jesus and other Jewish prophets did. Thus, the differences
in their deaths—]Jesus dying the victi iti cution,
Buddha having eateripoisonous mushrooms (according to some
traditions) and succumbing to old age.

Are these differences contradictory, illustrating the frequent
contrasting of the “prophetic-historical” religions of the West
and the “mystical-personal” spiritualities of the East? Or are
they fundamentally complementary, in need of each other? We
will be exploring those questions especially in Chapters 10 and
11. For the moment, we have to note and take seriously the ap-
parent contrasts between Jesus’s central concern for the rule of
God and Buddha’s for Enlightenment.

It Seems to Us

On the question of what Gautama and Jesus taught, one of the
first things that we agreed on was the importance of getting it
straight—that is, the importance of doing our historical and her-
neutical homework as best we can in an effoft to understand -
the original impact of these two teachers. Yes, we both recognize
that the prospect of arriving at a clear, final, universally recog-
nized picture of what the historical Jesus and Gautama said,
what they did, and what they thought of themselves is beyond
our reach. The Gospels and the early lives of Buddha are, one
might say, impressionist paintings rather than clearly defined
photographs. They’re interpretations, not historical records.
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But we also agreed that if the task of knowing the historical
Jesus or Gautama can never be done perfectly and finally, it is
still possible and necessary to do it partially and as best we can.
That’s what Roger’s phrasing “the original impact” is getting at.
With the help of historians and scholars we can know how and
why Jesus and Gautama upset, inspired, and made a difference
in people’s lives; we can determine what must have been key ele-
ments in their message, their vision; we can know what people
of their time thought of them and why they followed these two
teachers. A firm hold on this original impact and intent of their
messages will provide us with needed leverage over the interpre-
tations that were made of them through the centuries. Needless
to say, we can be sure that both Gautama and Jesus have not
been happy with many of the things that have been taught and
done in their names.

Irreducibly different. And when we take up our hermeneutical
tools and try, as best we can, to bring into focus what Jesus and

Gautama taught, we find that their messages are not the same.
Indecd; they are remarkably and irreducibly different. These stark
differences are embodied in what we can call the core content—
or better, the core intent—of their messages. For Jesus, that was
the rule of God. For Gautama, it was the enlightenment of all.
The rul d was for Jesus a social reality. Certainly, it

called for a change of individ 1al hearts.
i A —————— 2, T

way Ol organizing and
the result and the facilitator of such a change of heart. As Roger
made clear in this statement, Jesus believed in and experienced a
God who was intensely personal and who had a plan for creation
and so was “up to something in this world.” The rule of God was
Jesus’s vision of what this earth would look like if humans lived
according to God’s intention. It would certainly be a world very
different from the violent, oppressed, and poverty-laden land i

which he lived.
Having realized his own enlightenment, Buddha’s intent was

to make enlightenment a possibility for everyone. His main
concern was to twmmual. If
he could remove the ignorance in the mind of each, there would
necessarily be less greed and less hatred in the lives of all. Yes,

Buddha, after his enlightenment, wanted to form a sangha, a
e ——————— .—-——_—’—,—

But it aimed at a new™ )
tving in this world that would be both Sae] <
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community of his followers. But the purpose of coming together
(j@was the transformation, thewa _’g,Einup, of each individual. Let
that happen right now, in the lives of each, and the future will,
as it were, take care of itself.

We recognized that the differences between the soci e of
_]_/@d and the individual enlightenment of all led to even more
marked differences in what went on in the lives of Jesus and.
Gautama. We suggest that perhaps those differences can be
emblematically captured in an event in Jesus’s life that does not

eem to have a counterpart in Gautama’s life: the cleansing of the
Temple (Mk 11:15-19). For Jesus, as for all Jewish prophets, the

God of love was a God of justice; so yes, for them the universe

does bend—or better, can and must be made to bend—toward
justice. Prayer and meditation, though necessary, are not enough.
This world will not change, the rule of God will not be realized,
without the prophetic actions of God’s people—actions that seem
tq be spurred on not only by compassion but by anger. If these
actions can be, and need to be, forceful, confrontative, disruptive,
hey are also nonviolent. Such seem to have been the actions of
susin the scene at the Temple. And, as we know, the disruption

fthe Temple led totreerucifixion on Golgotha.

In noting that an incident like Jesus’s prophetic action at the
Temple d ppear in the fﬁm‘%&l‘ﬁ%ot sug-
gesting tharirshould have. For the moment we want only to
recognize differences. Buddha had his own program for trans-
forming suffering (with an analysis of private property as the
cause of poverty that bears socialist coloring).2 B_ut_LL_d.i?;?t&
include the announcing of a God who called for justice and for
active confrontation with the pharaoh or emperor or landowner.
In the coming chapters (especially Chapters 10 and 11) we will
take these differences very seriously.

Jesus and Buddha are coinciding opposites. We expect that
these (and other) “remarkable and irreducible” differences in
he messages of Jesus and Buddha will turn out to be what
Nicholas of Cusa calls a “coinciding of opposites.” This is part
of our understanding of Christ and Buddha as nonexclusive and
noncompetitive. That means that their messages, no matter how
head-buttingly opposite they may appear to be, will or can prove

\!

* Aggannya-Sitta (Dighami Kaya 27).
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to be coinciding—complementary rather than contradictory. At
this juncture, we cannot say we know that fox: sure. But the fql-
lowing four reasons make us suspect that this is what we will
discover as we carry on our discussions in the rest of this book.

1. It would be difficult to deny, we think, that however stun-
ningly diverse the messages of Jesus and Gautama. are,
what motivates the messengers is the same: negatively,
the desire to remove, Of deal with, unnecessary sutfer-
ifig; positively, to promote full human flourishing. We

“Believe that this shared motivagon—really, this .shared
’J_%L?can therefore serve as a.gri;erign for assessing not
only the veracity but also the complementarity of their
teachings. Even if the content of each’s message seems
to contradict the other, if both messages are effective
in enabling people to deal with their suffering§ and so
to promote human and environmental well-being, tben
there has to be something in each message from which

the other can learn.

2. Besides having a common motivation, the messages of
Gautama.and Jesus have also produced common ethical

fruits: radical love/compassion for others, Tor all sentient
“Beings or all of God’s creatures. Buddha could endorse
Jesus’s admonition: “By this everyone will know that you
are my disciples, if you [ove one another” (Jn 13:35). This
would suggest that both teachers and students have much
to learn from each other about their different ways of
achieving and practicing such a capacity to love.

3. The evidence is quite.clear that both Gautama and Jesus
considered the'e more_important than
themselves. We can imagine, therefore, that whatever
]e’sﬁs’gr;_c—ountered that helped promote the rule of God,
or whatever for Buddha enabled enlightenment, would
have been warmly acknowledged by each of them.—eve.n
though it might be something not clear!y contained in
their original teachings. They were the kind of teachers,
we suspect, always ready to learn—and they would want
their followers to do the same. ' .

4. Finally, and more theologically, in light of thg pluralist
confession that we made last chapter, we do believe (trust
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would be the better word) that despite the insuperable
and incorrigible differences that do exist in the messages
and self-understanding of Jesus and Gautama, they are,
both of them, mediators of absolute Mystery and Truth.
Yes, we recognize that these words and symbols are
more familiar to Christians and Westerners than to Asian
Buddhists. But we believe that they can be functionally
analogous for Buddhists. The Buddha and the Christ can
be understood and experienced as very different fingers
pointing to the same moon (or perhaps to different parts
of the same moon).

In the rest of our conversation we explore how the irreducible
differences in the message of Gautama and Jesus might be mutu-
ally challenging and life-giving. At this point we can list some
of the sharpest “opposites” that we hope will coincide: How is
ultimate Mystery personal yet beyond personality—intimately
present to but always exceeding what is happening in our lives?
How might the absolute end of history be contained in its eternal
now? If history bends toward justice, how might compassion
make it amenably bendable? Can one be both angry and accept-
ing before the sufferings of injustice? Can one speak of a priority
for either personal or social transformation?

We expect our conversations to be as rewarding as they prom-
ise to be challenging.
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4.

Who Were Buddha and Jesus?

After their deatbhs, Siddbartha was recognized as the Buddha
and Jesus as the Messiah or Christ. Every Buddbist and Chris-
tian lives within the interpretive context of who these bistorical
persons really were and are. So we will talk about the complex
meanings that have grown up around being followers of Bud-
dha and Jesus.

A Christian Perspective: Roger

The stories of Jesus of Nazareth and Siddhartha Gautama did
not end at their deaths. Both of them gained followers, and as
the movements progressed over time, they became subject to
extensive and cumulative interpretations. In the case of Jesus,
in a relatively short time after his death many of his followers
recognized that God had raised Jesus from death. The bases for
the interpretations of Jesus lay in his resurrection and what he

- communicated to people. The interpretations also resonated with

the various ways in which Jesus introduced God into people’s
lives. This experience was called salvation, and it will be neces-
sary to examine what it means to call Jesus savior. All of this
locates Jesus at the center of a Christian spirituality of following
Jesus; it is there that the identity of Jesus appears.

Jesus’s resurrection. After Jesus’s death and the faith experi-
ence that God raised him from death, a Jesus movement arose,
and interpretations of the sacred character of Jesus gradually
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