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    About the book & about the author
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    Dragon Café brings together sparkling essays on Buddhism and world religion, health & diet, sacred love, creativity, myth and the hero, oracles and shamans, yoga, meditation, Kung Fu and Star Trek, vegetarianism, mysticism, and the East-West connection. It represents a lifetime of practice and travel, alongside study with yogis, monks, shamans, scholars and teachers of all stripe. It is about the search for adventure and peace.




    Richard Marranca is a writer and teacher. He has a collection of interviews (New York Interviews) available through Bangkok Books, as well as a novel (Dragon Sutra) at another publisher. He has had a Fulbright to teach at the University of Munich, as well as five NEH/CCHA summer seminars in USA and abroad. He has traveled extensively in Europe, the Americas, Asia and, to a lesser extent in the Middle East. Along with a doctorate from New York University, he has certification to teach yoga and meditation, and holds Life Coach Certification from Fowler Wainwright International. He presently teaches college full-time in English and general humanities. He is available for presentations at: Rmarranca@earthlink.net.




    He enjoys running and hiking, movies and museums & general humanities. Since his teenage years, he has followed an environmental and vegetarian path and focused on the plight of indigenous peoples. On his to do list include working on an archaeology dig in Egypt or Greece, volunteering at Gombe Chimp Reserve in Tanzania and volunteering on an Indian reservation and teaching at a university in Asia, among others.




    “A growing familiarity with the spirit of the East should be taken merely as a sign that we are beginning to relate to the alien elements within ourselves.”




    from Carl Jung’s Psyche and Symbol


  




  

    Thank you…




    A collection of essays qualifies as a collaborative effort among many people. I start by thanking my parents Angelo (passed away recently) and mother for their inspiration and assistance. To thank all my teachers would take up many pages, plus I wouldn’t want to leave out anyone; so for now I’ll just thank James Carse, Nick Lonero, Huston Smith, Ed Adler, Sonia Fishinger, Tim Renner, Allan Ashby, Jack Murphy (deceased). Thanks to Jean Alvarez and Victoria Larson for their encouragement in my research with myth and the ancient world; as well as teachers at Sivananda, Integral Yoga and Wat Mahathat, and Yvonne Christian at Bally (yoga). I wish to thank the early readers of my manuscript, including Claudia Arevalo, Bridget Briant, Carol Davis, Magrita Pfab, Guinevere Shaw, Mike Lee, Abraham Feria, Don Learish, Douglas Rosentrader, Emilio del Valle Escalante, Andy Pawelczak, Mark Tambone, Anna Jacus, Renah Del V. Dumilag, Denise Sadvary, Susan Gordon, Nancy Schofield and David and Fern of Viang Ping Spa in Chiang Mai




    I’d wish to thank Sumalee Mahanarongchai of Thammasat University (Bangkok) for co-writing with me three essays on Buddhism; and Berndt Ostendorf for co-teaching a course -- Myth and Mythmaking in America -- at Amerika-Institut, University of Munich (essay included). I’d like to thank my many colleagues and students past and present for their insights & inspiration. Thanks to Sunaree Potipan for insights into Southeast Asia and Buddhism. I’d like to thank National Endowment for the Humanities & Community College Humanities Association and David Berry, George Scheper, Laraine Fletcher, Martha Holder and Sterling Delano, who made it possible for me to attend Andean Worlds 2005 and Concord 2009 (pertaining to my oracle and Emerson essays). Thanks to Ed Naugin for Chinese Kenpo training and thanks to Jaratsaeng Chana for insights into Thai culture. Thanks to Fulbright for making the terrific teaching, writing and travel opportunity possible during my year at the University of Munich.




    And thanks to George and the others at Bangkok Books for publishing and making this collection, Dragon Café, and New York Interviews available.




    Sacred Ecology from the East (under a similar title) has appeared in Light of Consciousness Magazine and Community College Humanities Review; The Balance of Compassion has appeared in Lalitamba Magazine; Castles in the Sand: The Creative Urge (under a different title) has appeared in Community College Humanities Review; Locating the Invisible: Pachacamac and a Shaman’s Visit has appeared in the Community College Humanities Review; Gatsby Sutra has appeared in the Association for the Study of Ethical Behavior in Literature’s Journal (ASEBL); My Fulbright Year in Germany has appeared in the Community College Humanities Newsletter and a local newspaper; Healthy Asia (under a different title) has appeared in Light of Consciousness Magazine; Compassionate and Natural has appeared in Light of Consciousness Magazine; Veg TV: Kung Fu and Star Trek has appeared in Vegetarian Journal; Animal Iconographies has appeared in Lalitamba Magazine; and Buddhism and Vegetarianism has appeared in Thammasat Review (Thammasat University, Bangkok)




    Profits from this collection will be distributed among a few organizations on my usual list: Tiger Temple in Thailand; Elephant Sanctuary (run by Lek, near Chiang Mai, Thailand); World Vision, Luang Prabang, Laos; Sea Shepherd (worldwide); PETA; Farm Sanctuary; Nature Conservancy, and others.


  




  

    Sacred Ecology of the East




    The sacred earth is a fundamental belief in the wisdom traditions, indigenous peoples, mystics and just about anyone who believes in beauty and wholeness. It used to be that way in the West, and hopefully we are returning to this sense of the sacred and interdependence. In fact, the West has had a dual tendency: it has pushed destructive innovation and technology, but it has also fostered the environmental movement, democracy and other modes of progress. Now we need progress without the destruction. Is this too utopian? Do we have a choice? Much of the problem is not of philosophy but of overpopulation, which brings about extinctions and pushes the ecosystems toward the brink.




    No matter where on the globe, each day humans launch all kinds of machinery into nature, destroying sentient beings and whole ecosystems, endangering the web of life: well, that’s the theme of the movie Avatar. The array of intertwining catastrophes begins with pesticide seepage into ground water and rises to the looming disaster of global warming––in between there are deforestation, desertification, garbage mountains, and so forth. We are at the point where we need “mindful” technology and vast changes in human consciousness and consumption. Without this our economic systems, science and society in general have made a Faustian bargain, a bargain with the devil, so to speak. What’s called for is a post-humanistic or earth-centered approach, one of utter compassion.




    Can spiritual concepts encourage earth stewardship, even a re-sacralization of the earth? And what are these concepts? To find some answers, let’s look at the great tree of life that the Eastern wisdom traditions offer those in search of fruit and not lumber.




    Hinduism and the Sacredness of All Life




    Hinduism celebrates the sacred planet. Indeed, all life is sacred. Animals are sacred, most especially the cow, and the Rig Veda forbids the killing of cows. In the Vedas many passages call for compassion toward all animals. In India, rivers are sacred. The Ganges, one of India’s sacred rivers, is a goddess to numberless Hindus. Though it has a long history of veneration, it is, like most of India’s rivers, dangerously polluted. Veer Bhadra Mishra, a Brahmin and scientist residing in Benares, says that science and religion have to mesh if the Ganges is to be saved. He maintains that a Western approach, one based on fear of ecological disaster, will not succeed with the majority of people, that it is better to emphasize that the river is their mother. After all, each morning as the sun rises millions of people, as they have for millennia, bathe and offer worship in the Ganges.




    In reaction to deforestation, its attendant floods and crippling of local economies, the Chipko (tree hugging) movement began in towns and villages in Uttar Pradesh. The people realized that too many trees had been felled or tapped to exhaustion, and they put a stop to it, an amazing revolution against destruction. The local people realized that the government was serving its own interests and those of a small number of rapacious contractors. Yet, the forests had served villagers’ needs (for food, fuel, safety) for millennia. Moreover, deforestation causes killing floods.




    So villagers and townspeople put sacred threads around trees and also put plaster on the huge gashes cut into trees to secure their resin. In fact, local people did everything they could to stop the devastation. This was not just for self-preservation: the movement was imbued with spiritual significance. In India, forests are sacred and there are many stories about Krishna summoning the gopis (his milkmaid devotees) to the forest with the magical sound of his flute. The Ramayana is especially rich with the episodes in the forest. It is often in the forest where holy men and women find enlightenment. In fact, with their lists and descriptions of plants and animals, both the Ramayana and India’s other great epic, Mahabharata, offer a natural history of India. Animal tales offer wisdom through playful narratives of forest life. Such a unitary sense of self and cosmos is central to yoga as well.




    The Tree of Yoga




    Yoga, an integrated spiritual approach to life, emerged thousands of years ago in the Indus Valley. Archaeologists have discovered figures in the lotus position dating back at least 4,500 years. Although yoga is often seen in the west as a posture-oriented (asana) health-promoting program, it is much more than that, for its prime objective is to foster union with the Divine. In fact, the word yoga means not only union of our physical and spiritual aspects, but union of the individual soul, Atman, with the ultimate reality, the ground of being––Brahman.




    Yoga, as well as other mystical mind-body systems, demonstrates that nature and spirit are one, that it is a risk to ourselves and nature to separate them. Yoga, in fact, opens our eyes, all our senses, to the world; in feeling peaceful, we make peace with the world. According to the sage Patanjali, who compiled The Yoga Sutras, yoga has eight limbs: restraint, observance, postures (or asanas), breathing (pranayama), sense withdrawal, concentration, meditation and spiritual absorption (enlightenment). Holistically practiced, yoga encourages us to be in harmony with ourselves and with the world.




    The first of the yoga restraints is ahimsa, or peace toward all life. Here lies the realization that humans rock back and forth between extremes of behavior, often destructive behavior. “This is not simply a moral dictum, it is a religious virtue concerned with the sacred,” according to Thomas Berry in Religions of India.




    Mahatma Gandhi discusses this term at length in his autobiography, My Experiment With Truth. In his early adult years, Gandhi had become too Westernized––“more English than an Englishman”––and in returning to his roots he returned to ahimsa. He was not only influenced by Hinduism but its offshoots: Jainism and Buddhism.




    Jainism and the Respect for Life




    Jainism and Buddhism broke away from Hinduism around 2,500 years ago, during the so-called axial age, a period of great change in consciousness or awakening in many places around the world (Greece, Persia, India, China, parts of the New World too, etc.). Mahavira, one of the great Jain teachers, was a contemporary of the Buddha. These breakaway traditions, however, utilize many concepts and teachings from Hinduism––a common coding.




    Monkeys, lions, birds, elephants and many other animals have a vital role in Buddhist and Jain stories. Animals can inspire humans and serve as moral beings, they can be wise and brave or funny, and they also have the powers of transformation in the cosmic dance of life. Jains reveal their belief in ahimsa when they brush the path in front of them, or cover their faces to avoid destroying any kind of tiny creature. They do this because everything has a soul and because they wish to escape bad karma and rebirth, in order to enter the state of moksha (Liberation).




    When I visited Siddhachalam Jain Tirth in Blairstown, New Jersey, a bearded and white-robed priest, Amrender Muniji, told us that “one of the fundamental things we do is to get people to think about the environment, to be more aware. We want the animals, plants, and trees to go unharmed.” In fact, not only is that a common idea in Hinduism, Buddhism, and Jainism, but also to Native Americans, indigenous peoples across the globe, mystics, and so many others. St. Francis of Assisi, who made peace with the wolves and gave a sermon to the birds, shared this view as well. It all stems from a sense of kinship and love of nature, to be inside rather than outside of nature. That’s the land ethic.




    Buddhism: Interdependence and Meditation




    It is not by chance that Siddhartha Gotama received his enlightenment sitting under the sacred Bodhi Tree (Ficus religiosa). A tree linked Siddhartha to a higher reality; trees are rooted in the earth but also reach into the sky. Buddha gave his first sermon, The Four Noble Truths, at the Deer Park near Benares, one of the great holy cities of the world. Many people have compared this to Jesus’ Sermon on the Mount, for both visions emphasize simplicity, harmony and peace. Fundamental to Buddhism is the importance of self-effort, which means that each person must base things on his or her own experience – not handed-down knowledge or dogma.




    Where can we find freedom and peace? Meditation encourages peace and helps us rid ourselves of the mind’s pollution, thereby bringing purity and harmony. Moreover, meditation increases mindfulness and counteracts the dualisms inherent in human thinking. If nature is not an object, then we feel in harmony with it.




    According to Chogyam Trungpa, “Our life is an endless journey. It is like the broad highway that extends infinitely in the distance. The practice of meditation allows anyone to travel on that road” (21).




    There are many kinds of meditation in Hinduism, Buddhism, Jainism and the wisdom traditions of the West; all of them bring us peace, but it’s necessary to extend that peace into our dealings with nature. Meditation has us sit up, focus on a mantra or our breathing, letting our worries and thoughts subside. We become more pacific. This is the process of entering unity, and the breath is our bridge to the world around us, as are the other senses. Buddhism envisions humanity as part of nature, so that the abuse of nature is an abuse of ourselves. Compassion for nature includes every part. The Wheel of Causation means that everything is interdependent and vibrant with life. Nothing can be separated from it. According to ecopsychologists, humanity’s separation from nature will mean more and more damage to our psyches. To be cut off from an authentic connection to nature is to be cut off from ourselves––to be media creations and culture bait, so to speak.




    Interdependence is the way of nature. Without a coral reef, much of the aquatic life in that area would die. Without worms, the birds would go hungry and the soil would be less nutritious for plants. Indra’s Net, filled with sparkling jewels that reflect off each other, is a powerful and well-known image. It shows how one jewel has luster and life by its coexistence with others. All jewels shine together for a total effect. Or as Chief Seattle said, “Everything is sacred in my estimation.”




    There is a story in which the Buddha admonishes some travelers who had taken shelter under a tree, only to cut it down afterwards. The Buddha recognized that without an active and engaged philosophy, we will destroy our shelter. In the earliest days, he set down rules forbidding monks to contaminate waterways. The Buddha wants us to know and experience nature. Did he not leave his sumptuous palace in order to live amidst nature much of the time? Likewise with Jesus and many of the ancient prophets. This is a life of simplicity and mindfulness, of being in touch with the highest aspects.




    Such a philosophy extends to our work life especially. Huston Smith interprets it well: “For the layperson it calls for engaging in occupations that promote life instead of destroying it.”




    Monks have an even higher calling. Nowadays, numerous monks adhere to this tradition by living in the forests of Thailand and elsewhere. Thanissaro Bhikku writes that “on a deeper level, Buddhism has always straddled the line between civilization and wilderness.” In fact, some Thai monks have fastened saffron cloth around trees (a kind of ordination and safety-zone) in order to save them from being destroyed by loggers. The trees, after all, possess Buddha-nature, that mysterious and evolving essence shared by all.




    The first precept in Buddhism is: “Do not harm.” Bhante Gunarathana, a monk from Sri Lanka and author of Mindfulness in Plain English, has said that “this precept protects us and the world. All precepts are about ourselves and our connection to the world.”




    Buddhist philosophy is exemplified by Ashoka, the vivid, larger-than-life king who ruled in the 3rd century B.C.E. Ashoka is one of India’s amazing personages––a conqueror who became a peacenik. It’s a pity he is not known more around the world, as he is a model for any age and culture. Yet before he became a beacon of peace, he had to visit the heart of darkness. After one particularly ghastly battle where it is reported that 100,000 combatants died, Ashoka traversed the blood-soaked ground. He hated what he saw and must have hated himself. He had a transformation of consciousness: he renounced warfare and called for a peaceful approach toward others, including animals.




    Gita Mehta, the novelist and essayist, declared: “At the very pinnacle of his glory as a conqueror Emperor Ashoka embraced the philosophy of ahimsa, nonviolence, declaring, ‘Instead of the sound of the war drum, the sound of Dharma will be heard.’” He supported hospitals for people and animals and banned animal sacrifice. Some of his wise and compassionate values, in stone pillars, still proclaim this message. He was a man ahead of his time, in fact, usually ahead of our own. How many leaders around the world today could stand up to his values?




    Taoism: Path of Virtue




    Buddhism shares with Taoism an emphasis on harmony and unity. Lao Tsu, its most important founder, lived in China around the 6th century B.C.E. He was a court librarian who, in his later years, escaped civilization by going off into the wilderness. But before vanishing forever, a gatekeeper asked him to put down his thoughts. Lao Tsu’s classic, the Tao Te Ching, is a thin book that requires a lifetime of reflection to truly understand. It is mysterious, elegant, poetic, and revolutionary. It is a lesson on awareness and a life of the senses. It calls for oneness with the Tao. In our interview, Huston Smith said that the Tao is one of the most environmental concepts in Asia.




    There is an overarching quietism in Taoism, a desire to flow like water and win by not winning, do by not-doing. Human freedom does not arise from controlling anything but from spontaneity and oneness with nature. In a famous passage, Lao Tsu writes




    Do you think you can take over the universe and improve it?




    I do not believe it can be done.




    The universe is sacred.




    You cannot improve it.




    If you try to change it, you will ruin it.




    If you try to hold it, you will lose it.




    Nature (not culture) is the Taoist university. Taoists expound on the ways to transcend society’s material compulsion. One of their most important concepts is wu wei or non-action, a kind of mindful relaxation. We should not rush about in the rat race. We should be still enough to experience the magical moments of existence, to experience the present, rather than living in the past or future. Caught in regret about the past or fear about the future, don’t we all find it hard to live in the present? And yet, where else can one find joy?




    Taoists praise softness more than hardness, flow more than non-flow, the garden and not the machine. “This is not a garden one lives beside, but a garden one lives within,” writes James Carse in Finite and Infinite Games. “It is a place of growth, of maximized spontaneity.” Taoist-inspired buildings do not overtake nature; instead, they are harmonized with the land around them. That is the way of Taoism: we are part of nature and should not destroy it. In fact, our desire to overcome or conquer nature is really blindness toward natural processes.




    Man, the Measure of All Things




    It is largely a modern or Western assumption that humans are the pinnacle of creation, and it is the way of the world. That is why all life on earth is endangered. The Western worldview, as exemplified by Francis Bacon, Rene Descartes and others, has been to see nature as adversary, something to conquer and stand above, in the way that the first person to climb a specific mountain plants a flag on the summit (the marriage of ego and nationalism). Humans, given dominion over nature by god, is a patriarchal view and based on our arrogance and hyper. Being imprisoned by our minds and language has cut us off from nature. But truly rational people wouldn’t act the way we do.




    There is much material from Asia showing a similar attitude, and the environmental record of Asian countries is often dismal––the huge dams being built in China are just one example; the highly polluted sacred rivers of India are another; the lack of animal rights legislation is still another.




    The West largely embodies a dualistic, anthropocentric attitude toward nature. “Are we still unconsciously following the direction of Plato’s fingers, looking for the sacred everywhere except in the real world?” Al Gore asks. The religions of the West used mainly to follow Plato’s finger, but fortunately many leaders, such as the late Pope John Paul and Bartholomew I, leader of the Greek Orthodox Church, have begun to point at the wondrous creation, earth.




    A New Way with Ancient Wisdom




    If we delve into these spiritual traditions, we will find the message of sacredness, compassion, and interdependence. If we are to have an infinitely colorful planet brimming with life, and not an endangered one blackened with industrialism and denuded woods without birdsong, we must see ourselves in relation to all sentient life. This is also the path to happiness and wholeness. We cannot be whole in a world of continuous illusion and destruction, in a world of machines. The directors of The Matrix had it right about being trapped in illusion and collective insanity.




    The new path for humanity is to reexamine its habits and beliefs and make sure that everything we do is filled with compassion and harmony. We must be ecstatic (a Greek word meaning “filled with gods”) in nature. We must do everything possible to protect biodiversity. We must not just see the big picture -- we must embody its principles in each area of life. The journey of human life, if it is to be wise and healthy, is intertwined with the sacred earth. The earth is our home. But we don’t own it; ownership is a myth and a dangerous illusion. Science itself has to be integral with the natural processes of the planet.
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    The Balance of Compassion




    Sumalee Mahanarongchai & Richard Marranca




    Nowadays societies around the world seem to be more chaotic and disorderly. Conflicts and violence can be found everywhere. Global population is rising to frightful proportions, far beyond the carrying capacity of the land. People demand more material possessions, while natural resources are becoming more expensive and scare in this milieu of corporate greed and endless appetite. As usual, we have to compete in order to get what we desire. This competition often brings about fatigue in oneself and alienation toward others. From this struggle, even moral people feel hesitant and confused.




    We have been taught since childhood about the way to be good and benevolent. But how can we be kind with our competitors? How much mercy should we give so as to keep human faith? Should we still be benevolent toward hardened criminals? And why do good things that we’ve done usually end up unappreciated by ourselves and others?




    It sometimes turns out that the more goodness we have and show toward others, the less satisfied the outcome. Sometimes we even lose hope, feeling that virtue is meaningful only in a rarified or ideal world.




    Religious thinkers, philosophers and psychologists in the long reach of humankind have scrutinized these questions. Prince Siddhārtha was one who transcended the confusion and found the balance between compassion toward all beings and tolerance of some incurable minds. Yet his infinite compassion did not contradict his strictness with those who had ethical and moral lapses.




    Why did he insist on helping beings liberate while the world was full of the ignorant and cruel? How could he be compassionate toward cruel people? What is the basis for such performance? We will explore the truth he discerned.




    Unavoidable Truths




    The teachings of Gautama Buddha that make Buddhism unique from other wisdom traditions is the discovery of undeniable truths: the impermanence of all phenomena, and the suffering caused by adherence to impermanence. The difficulty with life is that we try to hold onto everything. Of course, the Buddha did not create this truth. He just saw and revealed it simply with pure mind.




    The impermanence, of course, implies change -- the natural process that unfolds in both tiny and cosmic phenomena. Life and our thoughts change moment by moment. Decay is a form of change. Despite our fear or dislike of change, it still happens to us, society, earth and the expanding universe. Life has growth, decay and death. Rivers carve out canyons and dinosaurs go extinct.




    Suppose the world is filled with only moral people, or the world is in the ideal condition that satisfies everyone – a golden age, Eden, Camelot, or the end of history. Still the world has to perish and disappear some day. This is the first reason why we should not adhere to the world by imagining its fixed and ideal scenery. The world cannot be frozen at some point or level; in fact, desiring this brings suffering. To impede the world from change is like stopping the flow of the tides – a futile endeavor.




    But to say this does not mean to provide a chance for humans to neglect or hurt sentient life. Although the world is decaying, we have no right to accelerate its deterioration. We are just unable to expect the ever-remaining world. Change makes everything unstable and uncertain. This may look awful, but actually it is an opportunity for humans to determine themselves.




    Change and the Law of Action




    Since Buddha understood impermanence, his expectation to see the world eternally perfect vanished. With no attachment to his own thought, he performed his duty more rigorously. Tirelessly and without negativity, the Buddha taught others to be mindful of themselves and their surroundings. Is there something more in his discovery?




    In general, people often view change with the feeling of dissatisfaction. Change implies uncertainty, which makes us feel vulnerable to the future. Humans have a mental inclination to fix things but, as Taoists say, the universe is perfect as it is. We are happy if everything is in our control. But the vision of the Buddha is different. He did not wish for any stable being, event or thing. Nor did he wish to control any person. So disappointment and conflict did not occur in his mind. The Buddha once said, “I do not oppose the world, but the world opposes me. The dharma-seer will not cause any conflict with anyone in the world.”1




    Truly seeing change is different from giving it little attention. If we see it, we will also see our action and the fruit of it. The law of action (karma) works effectively through the truth of impermanence. Not only do cherries blossoms or ocean waves change; all humans are immersed in this continuing process.




    This means that no one can be judged wholly good or bad. A moral person can turn into a bad person, while the latter can improve his behavior as time passes. If uncertainty is a negative side of change, opportunity is a positive side.




    So, everyone can determine his or her future destiny through present action. We think, speak and act much of the time. These mental, verbal and physical actions create virtuous or unwholesome fruits to strengthen or weaken our minds. No one is perpetually good or bad. In fact, even though a criminal harms innocent people, he may be judged differently through his other actions. Otherwise we would be reducing someone to his worst action. Hence, change gives us an opportunity to create and define our lives.




    Furthermore, change gives an opportunity for the Buddha not to leave anyone behind. Because goodness or badness is a temporary and social determination, a bad person deserves worldly punishment. Nevertheless, worldly punishment does not foretell his long-term value. The bad fruit of action he obtains now affects his future destiny just partly. The key to evaluating his value is his own actions that vary moment-by-moment, not some fixed image or social label.




    If there is not an eternally good or bad person, the Buddha’s teaching can reach fruition. No one is rejected. Jesus felt the same way and therefore befriended all manner of people: we all know what he said about casting stones at others. As it turns out, Mary Magdalene was actually a close friend and disciple. The Buddha and Jesus are all-inclusive, compassionate teachers, not hanging judges.




    If an individual is ready to listen to the Buddha, she may accept the doctrine. If not, she may reject it. Acceptance or rejection has no influence to alter the Buddha’s intention to help sentient beings liberate from all kinds of suffering. Gautama Buddha performed his duty with full compassion. But in his overarching compassion, the realization of impartiality was present.




    The Buddha taught people in a wide range, for he knew that everyone possessed the potentiality to understand his doctrine and be moral one day. Meanwhile, the Buddha did not lift up the already-good persons too high since he also knew that goodness is not a permanent quality. As the ancient Greek Heraclitus said, “Everything is changing. We never step in the same river twice.” There are many good individuals that later turn out to be prideful and conceited and enjoy insulting others. Such behavior can lead to great arrogance, or hubris, which drives toward tragedy.




    Thus, the balance of compassion is possible through the comprehension of impartiality. Compassion and non-discrimination are weaved together. Perhaps this is the way to prevent us from losing faith after helping someone who acts treacherously in return. The disappointment based on expectation will not happen by the preservation of impartiality.




    Furthermore, we can still compete with other persons in order to obtain what is needed. But the competition will be based on fairness. This means that we should do our best in reaching our requirements. And it ought to be our duty in fighting for what we want, while at the same time not harming humans or nature in the process. Perhaps all of us are really competing with ourselves, trying to transcend our weaker aspects.




    In fact, there is no human adversary. The real adversary is our own mental defilements. People can do as much as they can in competing. They can be compassionate and need not dehumanize their competitors. Competitors are those who urge us to fight against our bad habits -- teachers more than enemies.




    And this may be a reason why the Buddha never felt irritated by judgments from other theorists, teachers or disciples. We can say that he loved everyone but was concerned about no one in particular. His compassion was deep, though he could not help everybody liberate from suffering.




    Though he could not free everyone from the birth-death cycle, his doctrine is still meaningful and applicable. His merciful duty is not in vain. Likewise, if we intend to do something good, even though the outcome turns out to be the opposite of our expectation, still the action is meaningful and has positive values. The virtue can be seen and judged in this actual world.




    The Buddha’s prophesy of humans and world




    Since the world and humankind are changing, growth-and-decline is the eternal cycle. According to tradition, Buddha once spoke about a perfect society, a Golden Age, which is an archetypal concept. It was said that people of this era were happy, healthy and long-lived. In fact, human longevity was beyond comprehension. There were only six forms of human sufferings in that age2; coldness, warmness, hunger, thirst, and the excremental needs.




    But when oblivious, careless rulers overlooked the custom of generosity, unwholesome deeds followed: stealing, killing, harming and lying. When people filled their minds with hatred, greed and delusion day after day, their lifespan shortened and health deteriorated.




    Young people faced the worst situation. There was no set of morality accepted among them. Most of them did not respect fathers, mothers or teachers. And they laughed at moral individuals who still took care of their parents and respected seniority. People had enormous sexual appetites, sleeping with anyone they liked and injuring anyone they disliked. Moreover, weapons were common and violence rampant.




    Fortunately, a small group of people, unable to stand for such behavior, escaped from society and stayed in the distant forest. They did not want to kill or be killed by anyone; thus, they decided to live peacefully and morally. When the cycle of deterioration reached its peak and decline, the world recovered and the new cycle of prosperity began.
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