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  Holy Terror


  by Thomas Moore




  It is often said, accurately, that violence begets violence. There is a virus buried deep in all violence that is contagious, that inspires an equally brutal and mindless response. A terrorist blows up a bus, and an army comes out to settle the score. This exchange of violence and this contagion of terror have been handed down for eons from family to family and from nation to nation. It is a chain of terror made up of people gone amok with anger and those just as disturbed with their feelings of virtue and righteous vengeance.




  But there is good news. The Gospel of Jesus, the Dharma of Buddha, the Tao of Lao Tzu, and the tariqa, or way of love, in Sufism all teach that you can let go of your grip on this chain. You can be free of it. When obscene violence interrupts your life, you don’t have to respond with virtuous, justified, and reasonable force. You can choose not to be part of the destructive cycle, and that choice not to participate is a first step toward peace.




  But to step outside the circle of terror you have to do something quite unreasonable. You have to forfeit vengeance and abandon all reasonable expectations that the majority of your community, friends, and family may take for granted. You will probably have to go it alone and trust your spiritual instincts. You may appear passive and weak. Only you know the inner courage needed to overcome habits of vengeance and punishment that are assumed to be right and virtuous.




  You need your spiritual instincts because the way out of violence depends on a great and penetrating vision. You have to understand radically that terrorism of all kinds is an insanity, whether it is the work of a band of renegades or the more sanctioned and public action of an army. You have to understand that violence, even when calculated, is the expression of a pained and twisted soul. It is the work of a spirit or urge that takes over a person or a people and blinds them to human solidarity and community. Your job, in the spirit of the Buddha and Jesus, is to calm the souls of everyone involved.




  At root, the word “terror” means to quiver or tremble, like a bird in the hand or a leaf in the wind on a tree. It’s more than fear. Essentially it is a profound awareness of the power of life itself. A psalm from the Bible says, “The Lord most high is terrible.” And at the consecration of a church the choir sings, “Terrible is this place.” (In this old usage, terrible and terror are different forms of the same word.)




  The Lord, the source of life, truly inspires terror because life is so mysterious and overwhelming and because it offers so much vitality and so much death. According to a classic definition, the holy is mysterium tremendum et fascinans, that is, a mystery that makes you tremble and fascinates you. The ultimate terror is a stark realization of the holiness and awesomeness of life.




  But everything is subject to human neurosis and psychosis. It’s quite proper to tremble at the sight and feel of nature’s beauty and power, but it’s a travesty for anyone to force another to tremble at the sight of weapons and savagery. The most beneficial of things can be twisted into something dangerous and ugly. When that happens, we usually add an “ism” to the word. Community becomes communism, nationality becomes nationalism, and terror becomes terrorism. Terrorism is a sacrilege, and our task is to respond by restoring the holiness of life’s power.




  Humans are always trying to usurp the power of life for their own purposes. In the National Museum of Ireland you can see and hear ancient and elaborate horns that were blown before battle to terrorize an enemy, and on the American plains warriors would deck themselves in war paint before fighting to instill fright. A husband raises his voice and smashes furniture to terrorize his wife.




  It is tempting to respond to savage terrorism with violence that looks more civilized. We cover over our terrorism with a veneer of patriotism, piety, and justifications. But beneath all the formality we are blowing our horns like the Celts, convincing ourselves of our innocence as we arm our weapons.




  Religions explain the human love of war as a misplaced and misunderstood version of the struggle with ignorance and blind passion. Many in Islam would say that jihad is primarily a spiritual battle for insight and tranquility. Jesus said that he brought a sword, but clearly he wasn’t talking about a literal fight. He also told his companion Peter to put his literal sword in its sheath.




  Renouncing terrorism doesn’t mean that you become passive and fainthearted. It means that you have the imagination, the self-possession, and the strength to reconstruct terrorism as awe at the beauty and power of life. You become a spiritual warrior. You discover that it takes far more courage to transform the impulse toward justified violence into the embrace of a supposed adversary. The real battle is to overcome self-interest and the tendency to split the world into friends and enemies.




  Both Jesus and the Buddha refuse to participate in a world so divided. Jesus says, “Love your enemy,” and the Buddha befriends a bloodthirsty criminal. These examples upset the “natural” urge to respond to terrorism with massive violence. But that is the nature of a religious and spiritual sensibility: It offers an alternative to raw and violent passion. It sees things differently. It has a radical mission to restore human community whenever it has broken down. The religious spirit transforms fear into awe and violence into compassionate action. We can begin to cultivate small acts of compassion right now.




  In his last sermon the Buddha simply held up a flower for contemplation. He is identified with the lotus flower, a delicate but tough plant that has a long and firm nourishing root. The terrorist, making a gross mistake about the nature of power, instead holds a gun over his head to inspire fear. Our task as spiritual people is to restore the power symbolized by a flower and cure the weakness symbolized by a weapon.




  The Sufi poet Rumi tells of a great warrior, Ali. Once, he got the best of a knight and drew his sword on the man. The man spat at him. Ali dropped his weapon and helped the man up. The man was confused. Why did Ali do this?




  “I am God’s lion, not the lion of passion,” Ali explained. “When the wind of personal reaction comes, I do not go along with it. The poison of your spit has become the honey of friendship.”
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  The Story of Angulimala




  The story of Angulimala is to be found in the Buddhist scriptures. I learned it from Gunaratna, a Sri Lankan Buddhist monk, and then from a Tibetan lama. Later I read the story in The Life of the Buddha by Bhikkhu Nanamoli, and in Old Path White Clouds by Thich Nhat Hanh. In the classic Buddhist version, Angulimala is described as being born into a high caste, a Brahmin family, his father being called Gagga and mother Mantani, but as part of the oral culture of India, the story has many versions.




  In the version which I learned from my mother in my early childhood, Angulimala is born as an outcaste, an untouchable. He suffers from degradation and discrimination, which turns him into a rebel. He uses violent means to seek power and gain control. This version of the story better explains why someone who was named Ahimsaka (“The Nonviolent One”) by his parents takes up the sword and becomes a murderer, nicknamed Angulimala (“Wearer of a Finger Necklace”). In retelling the story, I have preferred to use this version.




  In the Buddhist version, it is not clear why a Brahmin boy born into a privileged caste should go on such a rampage. I hope my Buddhist friends will not mind this mixing of the two accounts.




  My aim in writing this story has been twofold: firstly, to show that there is another way, a more effective way, to overcome terror than the way of meeting fire with fire; and secondly, to introduce Buddhist philosophy, as I understand it, through a narrative. In our troubled times we need to be courageous, creative, and compassionate, and to exercise our imagination in order to build a better future. Therefore the story of Angulimala is as relevant today as ever.




  I have used Pali spellings of names where these are not already in popular English usage, but otherwise have used the popular Sanskrit spellings as in the Oxford Dictionary.
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“A challenging story, beautifully written, most pertinent
and relevant to our time.” —DEEPAK CHOPRA

The Buddha and the Terrorist

Foreword by THOMAS MOORE, author of the bestseller Care of the Soul
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