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Advance Praise for Dharma Matters


“For half a century this wise professor-scholar, conscious feminist, deeply dedicated practitioner, and icon of genuine diversity has taught Buddha Dharma. The beautiful fruit of her work is visible here.”


— Jack Kornfield, PhD, author of A Path with Heart


“Jan Willis has practiced, reflected, and taught at one of the most important crossroads of American Buddhist life — the intersection of the activism of the Civil Rights movement and feminism, of Buddhist meditation with authentic Tibetan masters, and of the academic translation of Buddhism. This collection of her pioneering essays reveals her at once as a brilliant visionary, a pristine scholar, a heartfelt Vajrayāna practitioner, and an incisive social commentator in the twenty-first century. What ties these together is her wise heart.”


— Judith Simmer-Brown, Distinguished Professor of Contemplative and Religious Studies, Naropa University, and author of Dakini’s Warm Breath: The Feminine Principle in Tibetan Buddhism


“Wisdom flows from every page of Jan Willis’s Dharma Matters. Her clarity of thought and insight remarkably expands the academic discourse of Buddhism into sacred conversations about gender, Buddhism, and race. Her art of storytelling and her voice bring Buddhism to life in a new way that offers hope for the present day and keeps the tradition alive for practitioners across the planet. Her scholarship sings with a deep resonance that rocks the soul and awakens the heart-mind. This powerful collection of essays is a cherished gift reflective of an incredible life of scholarship, spiritual activism, and devoted practice.”


— Melanie L. Harris, American Council of Education Fellow and Professor of Religion and Ethics at Texas Christian University, author of Gifts of Virtue, Alice Walker, and Womanist Ethics


“This new book by Dr. Jan Willis is not only a must-read for all Buddhists interested in an unbiased inside look at gender issues in Buddhism; it is a delightful read that jumps off the page.”


— Glenn Mullin, author of twenty-five books on Tibetan Buddhism




“This wonderful collection of essays and studies testifies not only to Professor Willis’s achievements as a scholar with multiple interests but also, in the more personal essays, to her dedication to teaching and her role as a pioneering African American Buddhist whose call for greater inclusiveness in American Buddhism is always enfolded in love, compassion, and plain human decency.”


— Ven. Bhikkhu Bodhi, translator and scholar


“For longtime fans of Jan Willis such as myself, it is a treat to have these essays gathered in one place. Her style of fine scholarship coupled with her unique personal touch and lifelong experiences will also delight new readers. There are important and even urgent issues discussed in these pages; the section on Buddhism and race is a rare contribution to a field with far too few resources for concerned practitioners and researchers.”


— Sarah Harding, Tibetan translator and author of Machik’s Complete Explanation


“In Dharma Matters, Dr. Willis weaves together personal, historical, cultural, religious, and universal wisdom, eloquently and tenderly offering a textured tapestry of intelligence and transformation. In this heartwarming and sagacious book, we are invited to recognize the green and golden threads of women and race wrapped in the warmth and timeless wisdom of the Dharma.”


— Ruth King, author of Mindful of Race: Transforming Racism from the Inside Out


“Jan Willis — beloved teacher, learned scholar, pioneering practitioner-translator, cultural activist — is a national living treasure. With magisterial grace, wit, insight, wisdom, and compassion, she ranges in these eighteen diverse essays over vitally important topics of gender, Dharma, race, tantra, and liberation. In a rare yet inclusive achievement, she has kept faith with all her ancestors.”


— Gaylon Ferguson, PhD, Acharya and Core Faculty in Religious Studies, Naropa University
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“This collection of essays by Jan Willis, penned over thirty years of study, teaching, and practice, is destined to become an authoritative resource in Buddhist scholarship and thought. Willis challenges many of our preconceptions, but asks no more and no less than what the Buddha asked: come, see, and experience for yourselves.”


— SHARON SALZBERG,


author of Lovingkindness and Real Happiness




Jan Willis was among the first Westerners to encounter exiled Tibetan teachers abroad in the late sixties, instantly finding her spiritual and academic home. TIME magazine named her one of six “spiritual innovators for the new millennium,” both for her considerable academic accomplishments and for her cultural relevance. Her writing engages head-on with issues current to Buddhist practitioners in America, including dual-faith practitioners and those from marginalized groups.


This collection of eighteen scholarly and popular essays spans a lifetime of reflection and teaching by Willis. Grouped in four sections — Women and Buddhism, Buddhism and Race, Tantric Buddhism and Saints’ Lives, and Buddhist-Christian Reflections — the essays provide timeless wisdom for all who are interested in contemporary Buddhism and its interface with ancient tradition.





“From Birmingham to Bodhgaya, Jan Willis bridges worlds like no other. Her essays are treasures of wisdom born from a remarkable life richly lived.”


— MATTHEW T. KAPSTEIN,


author of Reason’s Traces: Identity and Interpretation in Indian and Tibetan Buddhist Thought


“This book is a blessing for us all — across cultures, across genders, across traditions.”


— LARRY YANG,


author of Awakening Together: The Spiritual Practice of Inclusivity and Community














Foreword by Charles Johnson
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Jan Willis is an intellectual and spiritual pioneer. Her beautiful and important memoir, Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist — One Woman’s Spiritual Journey, is, as I wrote when I reviewed it for Tricycle, a twenty-first-century slave narrative rendered in Buddhist terms. In other words, it is something new and groundbreaking in the literature of black America. I have referred often to this remarkable, very influential woman in my essays, and sometimes I wondered if we were separated at birth — we were born the same year, earned advanced degrees in philosophy, survived the racially turbulent late 1960s when we were college students, and found refuge in the Buddhadharma — she in the Tibetan lineage and me in the Soto Zen tradition. But oh, how I wish I had — after twenty-two years of study — her mastery of Sanskrit and Eastern languages!


I feel honored to be able to call Jan Willis a friend, my beloved sister in the Dharma, but even more important, I see her as being one of my cherished teachers because, as she writes in this book’s introduction, “teaching has been, and continues to be, the central focus of my life.” In the eighteen essays that comprise Dharma Matters, she indeed teaches with lucidity and upāyakauśalya, “skillful means.” And in her life, her daily practice, she models for all of us metta, or lovingkindness, as a scholar, educator, writer, and person with much earned wisdom.


Her own teacher, Lama Thubten Yeshe, understood her importance in the buddhaverse. In a delicious story Willis tells in Dreaming Me, when she and Yeshe were in Nepal, they noticed from the upper deck of his Kopan monastery a group of Western students in the courtyard below them. “Suddenly,” writes Willis, “Lama Yeshe grabbed my arm and began calling out to all of them below. In a booming voice, he called, ‘Look, all of you! Look! Look! You want to see women’s liberation? This is’ — pointing at me and patting me on the shoulders — ‘This is women’s liberation! This is women’s liberation!’”


This is so true. So true! But I would add to Lama Yeshe’s enthusiasm that Jan Willis represents the human liberation that awaits all of us, regardless of race or gender, or whether we live in the East or West. In nondualistic fashion, hers is not a spirit of either/or but one of both/and, as when she says, “I can use Buddhist methods to realize Baptist ideals.” Willis knows all phenomenon are interdependent and interconnected, or as a writer whose name I’ve forgotten once said, Whatever it is, it’s you.


If black America has a defining historical essence (eidos) or meaning that carries through the colonial era to the post-civil-rights period, it must be the quest for freedom. Willis’s life and works deepen our understanding of what it means to be free. Truly free. She is a reliable guide into the brave new world of being black and Buddhist, and Dharma Matters is a book we can trust.




CHARLES JOHNSON is professor of English emeritus at the University of Washington in Seattle, a MacArthur fellow, and a renowned writer whose fiction includes Night Hawks, Dr. King’s Refrigerator, Dreamer, Oxherding Tale, Faith and the Good Thing, and Middle Passage, for which he won the National Book Award.











Foreword by Janet Gyatso
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Jan Willis is one of our outstanding American pioneers of Buddhist studies. By that I mean both the field of Buddhist studies in America and what might be called “American Buddhist studies.” On the first, she was already influential back in the 1970s, when she served as one of the critical advocates for the field to be recognized and allowed panels at the American Academy of Religion annual conventions. Jan Willis had in any case begun to demonstrate in her own work what the range of that field could and should be, starting with traditional doctrinal/philological study of Yogācāra Buddhism but quickly moving into things like the study of women in Buddhism, the concurrent use of secular and normative sources to complement each other, an interest in vernacular genres like biography, and even the importance of material culture to the study of Buddhism before that became a thing. In all of this work, Jan Willis evinces a fine and nuanced sense of the issues, raised widely in the social sciences, around the impossibility of pure objectivity in academic scholarship, not to mention the complexities around identity and advocacy, especially in the study of religion.


Just as much, Jan Willis’s work has been a model for what we might call “American Buddhist studies.” By that I mean learned and careful work that can speak to contemporary issues of importance to people in America, not only specialist scholars — issues especially related to race, class, and gender, all of which continue to trouble both theory and practice in religion today. It is amazing how much this side of Jan Willis’s work remains at the current cutting edge of American Buddhist studies. She is not only one of the first to deploy feminist criticism in her study of Buddhism. She is also one of the first to explore openly the problems around race and the discomfort of people of color in American Buddhist communities. The latter writings, some of which are included in this volume, are still fresh and relevant around a problem that one would think could have been, and would have been, eliminated long ago! But in fact the problem is very much still with us today — Buddhist inclusiveness and compassion notwithstanding. We all have very much to learn from Willis’s judicious reporting on this discouraging state of affairs and her accompanying thoughtful and balanced insights. Her work has, moreover, a great relevance for the recent womanist intersectionality with Buddhism. But again, Willis was writing about these things before they were named as such in larger academic circles.


This is also to say that Jan Willis’s scholarship can readily be said in particular to instantiate what we might call “African-American Buddhist studies,” even if the precise meaning of such category has yet to be defined. It may still be early in the development of any such orientation to pinpoint exactly what it is in Willis’s ways of thinking about Buddhism past and present — what she notices, what she highlights, how she tells her stories — that can be connected specifically to the traumatic social memory, on the one hand, and the rich intellectual and cultural heritage, on the other, that she is heir to from her family and upbringing in Alabama in the 1950s. This question will best be left to those who have expertise in the history and nature of that memory and that heritage. But for starters we can propose that Willis’s distinctive take on her work in Buddhist studies has everything to do with her own unflagging concern for social justice and her insistence on placing that concern on the moral horizon of all of her writing and research.


What we have in the present volume is a full range of Willis’s expansive perspectives and concerns. With the exception of her scholarship in Yogācāra doctrine, which is not included here, the reader will be treated to important samples of her thinking on topics from Buddhist sociology, history, scripture, and doctrine to candid reflections on a slew of intractable matters around race, gender, religious identity, and the conundrums of being simultaneously a scholar, teacher, and practitioner, including her own personal investment therein. In the essays reproduced here Jan Willis gives us extremely useful historical studies and overviews of the situation of nuns in a religion that has not always been egalitarian with respect to gender, itself still a very live issue in the Buddhist community worldwide. She provides us with an overview both of the transition of Buddhist scriptures out of misogyny into inclusivity and what can be gleaned of the social facts on the ground about Buddhist female patrons and practitioners. We get a wonderful essay filled with astounding stories about the playfully brilliant figure of the ḍākinī, that famous Buddhist female angel/trickster/teacher. We get broad insights and information about the practice of telling and writing life stories of Buddhist masters in Tibet. But despite their erudition and scholarly gravity, in these essays we can also always tell that Jan Willis is pursuing such topics in light of questions close to her own heart.


For me, there is something about Jan’s writing voice that perhaps is most impressive of all. Jan Willis does not stint on critique where it is called for, but she also finds creative ways forward with a generous hermeneutic that has at least one eye on the future. Her voice is kind. It is kind to her readers, providing accessible explanations and food for thought, patient and methodical, but without ever pandering or going light. Many of the essays in the volume deal specifically with Willis’s own personal experiences. This includes her interviews with living examples of whatever concerns her in the essay at hand, from the nuns of Ladakh, to fellow African Americans feeling adrift or uncomfortable in a range of Buddhist contexts, to inspiring and highly accomplished African American teachers in that same American Buddhist world. And while the interview mode already opens up the personal and real-life dimensions of the topic under discussion for both author and reader, Jan Willis is never shy to go even further and use her own self as an example too, and to write candidly, for example, out of her own experience of the perils of the Western Buddhist saṅgha for a person of color.


Many of the essays reference Willis’s struggles with issues around her identity, including most of all the question of being Baptist and Buddhist at the same time, as well as all the complexity around being African American in Buddhist settings. Yet another issue for Willis, and I dare say many other scholars, especially the younger generation in the academic field of Buddhist studies, is the conundrum around being not only a scholar and practitioner at the same time but also feeling frustrated at the potentials of teaching from a Buddhist perspective while being constrained from so doing in a liberal arts setting. Such a question about engaged scholarship and pedagogy is in fact resonant with some of the central issues raised in womanist thought. Willis may not solve all of these conundrums, but she has many ideas to share and the courage to lay them out. In this she is continuing on a path she first opened up for herself when she came out as a Buddhist practitioner in her earlier book Dreaming Me. But perhaps most inspiring for me in all of this is simply the tenor of an authorial voice that is comfortable with hyphens. Jan Willis has never shied at crossing boundaries, be these intellectual or spiritual.


I would add that these essays have been really useful to me myself as a reader, both in thinking through the hyphens in my own identity and my own experiences of negotiating boundaries between history and normative discourse as a scholar and teacher. Willis finds a way to inch us forward in resolving some of these tensions, even providing in one of the chapters here a veritable manual, with bibliographical detail, of how to teach Buddhism in the academy in a way that does justice to the richness of the tradition for both the study of religion and for religious life going forward.


I would personally also like to mention with considerable gratitude that it was Jan Willis who got me started on my own academic path. When I was floundering after finishing my doctoral dissertation, Jan offered me a chance to teach twice for her in the wonderful Religion Department at Wesleyan University when she went on sabbatical. It was an honor to step briefly into her shoes, and I think my sense of her greatness of spirit and vision helped shaped my own trajectory and sense of what is possible, and desirable, in being a teacher and scholar of Tibetan Buddhism.




Let me close with my gratitude for this lovely new collection, and for its many rich and delightful passages. For example, it is highly interesting — and I dare say, useful and instructive — to read her accounts of several near-death experiences and how she just spontaneously — and very naturally — burst into both Buddhist and Christian songs and prayers in her moments of panic and confusion. And why not? Look out too for an astonishing, if not entirely anguish-free, vignette in this book, where you will find Jan Willis staring down a black Buddha in Bangkok, Thailand, in 1981. And then there is a great account of the eminent Lama Yeshe hearing Angela Davis speak and then expressing his high admiration for her. Talk about beautiful intersectionality! And just one more — you will meet in these pages a wonderful Buddhist nun who tells Jan Willis, “If I could practice higher thoughts and teachings, that would be better, but just saying Oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ is enough for me.”


Well this book, with its panoply of knowledge, experience, wisdom, and kindness, is more than enough for me — not to mention chanting the mantra of compassion, Oṃ maṇi padme hūṃ, as much as I can.




JANET GYATSO is the Hershey Professor of Buddhist Studies at the Harvard Divinity School. She was elected a member of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences in 2018. Her books include In the Mirror of Memory: Reflections on Mindfulness and Remembrance in Indian and Tibetan Buddhism (1992), Apparitions of the Self: The Secret Autobiographies of a Tibetan Visionary (1998), Women of Tibet (coedited, 2005), and Being Human in a Buddhist World: An Intellectual History of Medicine in Early Modern Tibet (2015). Her research focuses on Tibetan and South Asian cultural and intellectual history; she has written on the topics of sex and gender in Buddhist monasticism; visionary revelation in Buddhism; lineage, memory, and authorship; the philosophy of experience; autobiographical writing in Tibet; and science and religion in Tibet. Her current writing focuses on subjectivity and animal ethics for our posthuman future.













Introduction
[image: Image]



The eighteen essays you have in your hands were written over the span of some thirty-five years, the earliest here going back to 1983 — just a few years into my career in academia. They focus on four seemingly disparate areas, to wit: women and Buddhism, Buddhism and race, tantric Buddhism and saints’ lives, and Buddhist and Christian comparative reflections. I say “seemingly disparate” because, in my mind and heart, they are all connected — through me. I am an African American woman who was raised Baptist in the Jim Crow South until I went off to Ivy League universities in the North, and my academic life has been lived as one who studies, practices, and teaches Buddhism, especially Tibetan Buddhism. The specific subjects focused on here have attracted my attention owing to those particular set of facts.


There is certainly a sense that the African American part of me predominates. How could it not? I have lived my entire life in a black, female body in these United States.


I remember well the very first public lecture I gave at my first academic position, at the University of California, Santa Cruz, in 1974. I had titled my talk “An Introduction to Buddhism” and fashioned it, I thought, to be a broad-enough presentation of the Buddha’s life and the basic points of his teachings for a general audience. I had initially been nervous — as I still am before presentations — but managed to give what I considered a fairly energetic and engaging talk. When I finished, many students jumped to their feet in applause. Some even cheered. Smiling then, I invited questions. The very first question brought an abrupt end to my feelings of relief. It came from a slim black student who sat in the front row. He had been slumped for most of the talk, and as he spoke, he adjusted a long walking stick or cane that rested on his shoulder. “Okay,” he began slowly, “so what does this Buddha guy and his Buddhism have to do with me?”


Whatever satisfaction I had momentarily enjoyed prior to that question quickly vanished. Thoughts started to race: Had I not pitched the lecture correctly? Had it been too technical? The young man’s question appeared to be a challenge, though there was no actual combativeness in his tone. In response, and in an attempt to get my own bearings, I began anew, rehearsing again a few of my key points. These remarks seemed to appease the young man, and finally he said, “Okay. Thanks.”


The very next day, a new friend I’d made in the university’s Supportive Services said to me, “Oh, Dr. Jan. You’re a perfectionist!” She told me that that student was simply trying to relate with me and so he’d asked a question. I was the one, she suggested, giving it too much weight. She proposed that I try to be kinder and gentler to myself. She was, of course, right. I learned later, in fact, that that particular student, in trying to “relate” with me, had done something that he seldom did: he had engaged. I had caused him to listen; I had piqued his interest.


But for me, his question was much larger and much deeper. In many respects, it has been the driving force, and the challenge, of most of my life’s work, whether as a person of color or as a woman, or indeed as a human being who shares this planet with more than seven billion others. It was the question I have been trying to answer for myself and others for the entirety of my adult life: So what does this Buddha guy and his Buddhism have to do with me?
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No one could have told you — and especially not me! — that the little black girl called Deanie Pie (Dean is my middle name) who was raised in a segregated coal-mining camp outside of Birmingham, Alabama, would grow up to become a teacher and scholar of Tibetan Buddhism. That she would travel to India at age nineteen and be greeted and embraced by refugee Tibetans in Sarnath, a place where the Buddha some twenty-five hundred years before had given his famed “First Sermon.” I mean . . . how do those kinds of things happen?


Perhaps, as Buddhists might say, it is simply a matter of karma: This one life is not all there is, and countless lifetimes had gone before this one. And in this one, she was born a little black girl! Thus, finding her way back to Buddhism was a story written long before this particular birth. Some Tibetans have told me this very thing and even added details that tell me exactly who they think I actually was centuries ago. And so, for them, that previous life explains who I am now and why I am attracted to and so at home with Tibetans. The great Tulshig Rinpoché (a revered lama of the Nyingma school) once explained to monks gathered around him that — because of the spot of blonde in my hair — I had surely been one of the builders of the great Samyé (the “Inconceivable”) Monastery, the very first Buddhist monastery in Tibet.


While I have no memory or vague recollection of a previous life, or even a close feeling about this particular hypothesis, I do know that I have experienced great joy from the deep connections I have shared with certain Tibetans during this life. This was especially the case with the man who became my primary, or root, teacher back in 1969: Lama Thubten Yeshe. Becoming his student, and as Tibetans say, “being held dear” by him, undoubtedly changed the entire course of my life, and I am grateful to him beyond measure. (I have written about this more spiritual side of my life in my memoir Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist.)
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I consider myself very fortunate to have been born at the particular historical moment that I was. It meant, for example, that even while I was forced to suffer the indignities of painful segregation in the South — the signs marked “white” and “colored” posted above water fountains, the poorly stocked schools and libraries assigned to black children even after the Brown vs. Board of Education decision of 1954 (the year I entered first grade) — I got the chance to march, as a fifteen-year-old tenth-grader, with Dr. King and others during the 1963 Birmingham Civil Rights Campaign. As a result, the seeds of nonviolent activism were born in me.


The particular historical moment also meant that I was among that early group of counterculture Western hippie types who traveled to India and other places in the East in the late 1960s and early ’70s, a time when encountering recently exiled Tibetans was a fairly easy and ordinary happening. During my 1967–68 junior-year-abroad study in Banaras, India, I met early, and engaged often, with Tibetans in nearby Sarnath. I visited Nepal at the end of that year and a year later, after graduating from Cornell University, I traveled back to Nepal to stay in a Tibetan monastery and study among sixty monks (no other women and no other Westerners). During that time, I traveled a short distance out of the valley and met, at Kopan, Lama Thubten Yeshe. He introduced me to Tibetan Buddhist meditation, both its theory (which he later explained so wonderfully in his book Introduction to Tantra) and its daily, inner practice. And in one fell swoop, I had found both my spiritual and my academic home.


And because of that particular moment of history during which I encountered the Tibetans (and also most assuredly because of Lama Yeshe’s blessings), I was able to meet with many of the most renowned Tibetan teachers of the day — those still alive after their exile from Tibet in 1959 — and to receive blessings from them. Thus, beginning in 1970 in Dharamsala, India, I met personally with His Holiness the Dalai Lama and with his two tutors, Ling Rinpoché and Trijang Rinpoché, and with Geshé Rabten. I met in Sarnath with the terrifyingly wonderful Zong Rinpoché and, later, in Leh Ladakh with the renowned Mongolian teacher Bakula Rinpoché. In Nepal, I met Tulshig Rinpoché and shared three intense days face-to-face learning from the great Khunu Lama Rinpoché. I met many of the greatest teachers of other Tibetan traditions as well. For example, I met in Boudhanath with Dilgo Khyentse Rinpoché and with Khetsun Sangpo Rinpoché. And in the United States, with Sonam Kazi in New York City and Deshung Rinpoché in Seattle. In Toronto and Berkeley, I met the wondrous Kalu Rinpoché. I knew in New York Rato Kyongla Rinpoché and Lama Pema. In Charlottesville, Geshé Thardö and Lati Rinpoché befriended me. Even today, I continue to participate in events and on panels with great teacher-practitioners such as Tsoknyi Rinpoché, Chökyi Nyima Rinpoché, and the all-knowing Lama Zopa Rinpoche.


I have been blessed indeed by these great scholar-practitioners, and for their blessings, I am extremely grateful.
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What I want to do here — as an introduction to this group of essays — is to provide an overview of the varied kinds of academic work I have engaged in as a result of meeting the Tibetans and to offer an account of the sources, and costs, of those endeavors.


I must first say that I am extremely happy that Wisdom Publications agreed to work with me to bring out this collection. That they thought it a worthy project was gratifying indeed, and having worked with them before, I was certain that they would do a stellar job of it. My sincerest thanks go to Daniel Aitken and Laura Cunningham, who initially took on the task of doing this project, and to Mary Petrusewicz, the superb editor who painstakingly brought it to its conclusion, as well as to all the others at Wisdom whose efforts helped to make the idea of this collection a reality — and the process a great pleasure.


Some of these essays are scholarly, others are more popular. Some were first published in India, others at American or British university presses, and still others in Buddhist journals or Buddhist-linked publications. The pieces span both time and distance. Some are still available — online even! — but some are, even in this age of the internet, hard to find outside of graduate university libraries. I am therefore all the more pleased that Wisdom has brought them together here for the first time in one place.


As mentioned above, these essays focus on women and Buddhism, Buddhism and race, tantric Buddhism and saints’ lives, and Buddhist-Christian reflections. Within each grouping, the individual pieces are arranged generally, though not always, in chronological order. This was done not so much to show how my thinking evolved on a particular topic (though that has certainly sometimes been the case) but to demonstrate the various ways I chose to approach a single issue. For example, with regard to women and Buddhism, I have asked: Should we look at Buddhist women solely through orthodox texts, or use secular histories as well? Would our knowledge benefit if we also included material artifacts? Can we tell much about women in a given culture by looking at one woman, in depth? Can the stories of women ancestors empower modern-day women? And, if so, since “lineage” is about inspiration, why can’t we women fashion our own lineage outside of and apart from the patriarchal traditions?


My writing on Buddhism and race has operated in the same way: Does one’s race or ethnicity make a difference in Western Buddhist settings? Should it? Are there black Buddhists in America? Why or why not? Let’s actually meet some black Buddhists and ask them how it feels to practice in American Buddhist centers. Do “convert Buddhists” tell the real history of Buddhism in America? Is anything left out in their narrations? Can Buddhist Dharma in America teach both the “dominant” group and the “subordinate” group how to be free?


With the tantric Buddhist narratives, I wanted to both explore the sacred life story in its traditional and formulaic forms as well as introduce readers to living, breathing human beings, then and now. The first essay in this grouping introduces a man who was a recognized and highly regarded tulku (or reincarnation) in Tibet. When I met him, in 1982, he was a refugee, having fled Tibet without robes or status. When he told me his life story, he included the formulaic “miracles” of traditional saints’ lives as well as the details of his capture and brutal treatment at the hands of the Chinese as part of one flowing narrative. How does one make sense of such incongruities when sitting face-to-face with the narrator? (I don’t answer this question in the piece, but I hope I have raised it well enough.)


I go on in the other essays in this grouping to discuss the nature and meanings of “life story” in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition and to show how the narratives are structured using a three-tiered model common to other forms of tantric ritual and text. It is in this section that I also discuss the manifold and pregnant meanings of the ubiquitous and famed tantric feminine dakini principle. I am delighted to say that, even after all these years, I still consider “Dakini: Some Comments on Its Nature and Meaning” to be one of my best essays.


In the Buddhist-Christian reflections, I mainly seek to draw out how, and in what forms, both these traditions speak of the universal principle of love. Here, whether through the Buddhist notions of “interdependence” and “nonharm” or through Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s examination of the parable of the Good Samaritan, I draw on my Baptist and Buddhist education, instincts, and experience to explain the most striking parallels.


Toward the book’s end, two essays have been added on teaching Buddhism in academia — “A Teacher’s Dilemma” and “Teaching Buddhism in the Western Academy.” The reason is simple: teaching has been, and continues to be, the central focus of my life. However, teaching a religious tradition for which one also has some affinity is never an easy path. One is sometimes viewed with suspicion; looking back, this has certainly been my cross to bear. I could not hide — or could not always hide well enough, even if I wished to — the fact that I, myself, found these teachings compelling. The line between “engaging, enthusiastic, and energetic teacher who cares about her students’ well-being” and one who “might be too close to the subject matter to be objective enough about it” is sometimes judged to be a thin one. Though I always strove not to use the classroom, or any other venue, for conversion, I always did want to help my students to contact their true, naturally good and loving, best human selves. I am guilty of trying to encourage them to discover that truth.


Finally, there is a chapter from my memoir here that tries to describe the deep sources of my dual identity as a Baptist-Buddhist. It seems clear to me that I am culturally an African American but spiritually both a Baptist and a Buddhist.
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Of course, the pieces gathered here don’t represent the entirety of my academic endeavors. Prior to this collection, I had written five books: The Diamond Light: An Introduction to Tibetan Buddhist Meditation (1972); On Knowing Reality: The Tattvartha Chapter of Asanga’s Bodhisattvabhumi (1979); an edited collection of essays focusing on women in Tibetan Buddhism called Feminine Ground (1989); a group of translations I did of the namthar, or sacred biographies, of certain renowned Tibetan Gelukpa teachers and practitioners titled Enlightened Beings (1995); and my memoir, Dreaming Me: Black, Baptist, and Buddhist, which came out in 2001 and was reissued by Wisdom Publications in 2008. Of these works, the translation from Sanskrit of Asanga’s “Chapter on Reality” in On Knowing Reality and the translations from Tibetan of the life stories in Enlightened Beings best represent my scholarly endeavors.


The collection of meditations published before I undertook graduate studies at Columbia University and the collection of essays on women in Tibetan Buddhism were intended for a more general audience. The memoir was my first — and only, I dare say — “trade book,” sought after by a number of publishers who thought it made for, in the words of one Doubleday acquiring editor, “a pretty good story.”


In the meantime, I have taught full-time for just over forty-one years — including thirty-six years at Wesleyan University, a challenging teaching job that I loved. I had also initially taught for three and a half years at UCSC (I loved that job as well), and in the mid-1980s I spent a year teaching at the University of Virginia. During those years of teaching, I also wrote and presented more than 180 invited talks and lectures at various universities and Buddhist venues in the United States, Europe, and Asia. Some of these talks became essays, and a few of them are here.


It should also be noted that I had the opportunity to serve our larger “guild” as well. Though it is little known, I was commissioned in the 1970s by Dr. John Wiggins of the American Academy of Religion (AAR) to evaluate whether Buddhist studies constituted a valid area of study to be added to the academy. I did research, interviewed Buddhist scholars, and wrote a fifteen-page report that concluded, “Yes, it was” — and Buddhist studies was subsequently admitted. I can truly say that I have enjoyed a bountiful and gratifying academic career, one blessed by compassionate Buddhist teachers, excellent colleagues, and brilliantly engaged and energetic students.


Looking back, I am grateful that I chose to teach at the undergraduate level. Had I not done so, my intellectual and academic foci would undoubtedly have been much more limited and circumscribed. At undergraduate campuses, especially those like UC Santa Cruz and, later, Wesleyan, I felt freer to branch out and to investigate broader subject areas. Topics of inquiry could be more holistic in nature: ones that speak not only to an undergraduate audience but to a more general audience as well. Additionally, I have always enjoyed getting in touch with young people at this stage of their intellectual journey, to aid and gently nudge them as they come to discover their unique intellectual callings and to help introduce them to the tools they will need in order to get at the answers they seek. I am therefore grateful for the courage to stay in undergraduate teaching and to turn down the seeming advancement to graduate university teaching. I hope that former students of mine will enjoy reading these pieces as much as I enjoyed being a mentor to them.
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As a last comment — and something my students know well — I am passionate about stories and I am, myself, an avid storyteller. I think knowledge comes alive through this medium above all others. As I reviewed these eighteen essays, I noted once again how storytelling has both influenced and fueled my teaching and writing throughout my life. Thus, these essays are filled with stories. I noted also that, though written years ago, the main foci of these pieces — whether on women and gender, race, or interfaith dialogue — still matter and have relevance for our lives right now. In this sense, I hope you’ll agree, they are not dry discourses intended only for the dusty shelves of old libraries but rather essays to be read, pondered, and discussed within the ongoing and ever-evolving conversations happening right now. With that said, dear reader, I give them over to you.











Part I
Women and Buddhism
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1
Nuns and Benefactresses: The Role of Women in the Development of Buddhism
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Recently a number of studies have appeared which address the issue of the portrayal of women in Buddhist literature.1 Such studies are valuable and timely to be sure, since they begin to provide us with an entrée into the relatively neglected area of Buddhism’s relationship to, and view of, women. They have sought to investigate the complex and changing status of women in relationship to Buddhist doctrine and practice and to paint a picture of women’s place and standing within the Buddhist fold over time. To date, however, in order to present such a picture, all the studies have relied exclusively on data supplied by the Buddhist scriptures themselves, viewed in isolation. Of course, such an approach ultimately proves to be too limiting. While the texts certainly inform us about the various orthodox Buddhist views regarding women, they cannot themselves be expected to tell us how such views were received or acted on by the women — and men — who have throughout Buddhist history called themselves “Buddhists.”2


It is now time, in my opinion, to attempt to go beyond reliance solely on the sacred scriptures of Buddhism; to attempt to fill out, if possible, the contours of what may be called an actual social history of Buddhism, using the issue of women as a base. For such a social history, two pools of information have to be used together: (1) the Buddhist scriptures which address the issue of women, and (2) secular histories of the periods relevant to the composition and dissemination of those scriptures.


Granted, the attempt to fashion a social history of Buddhism as it relates to women is no easy task. The main source of difficulty is the very nature of the two primary pools of information related to this issue. On the one hand, we have the Buddhist texts themselves. These evidence a wide typology of diverging images and views regarding the female and the feminine, ranging from quite negative (even clearly misogynous) ones early on, to “acceptable” and more positive ones over time. Dating of the texts, moreover, often is problematic, making it difficult to correlate a particular composition with a specific historical period. The authors of the texts in all cases were men,3 monk-scholars, often with various agendas of their own. Finally, in many cases it is difficult to gauge the size and makeup of the audience of a given text and consequently to assess its impact and influence on the larger community.


On the other hand, when we look to the purely historical studies (that is, secular histories as opposed to religious histories or scriptural examples) we come upon the perennial problem that history is indeed most often “his-story,” and thus the depiction of the participation of women (as well as other “minority” groups) in affecting events and change is conspicuously absent. Still, we must do the best we can.


Having noted these drawbacks, what I wish to do here is focus on women and the Buddhist tradition, on both those women who served the cause as nuns and those who, as laywomen, served in the important capacity of benefactresses of the Dharma. In short, I wish at least to begin the discussion of Buddhism’s impact on women and their impact in turn on it. I do so, first, by tracing some of the images of women (and of the feminine) presented in a number of Buddhist texts, from the early Theravada period through the crown-jewel representatives of the developed Mahayana tradition;4 and second, by mentioning some of the known historical facts regarding how certain women, notably certain laywomen, were impacting Buddhism at the time some of those texts were enjoying a good deal of popularity. While this is only a preliminary study, I think it can be adequately demonstrated that women played a key role in supporting and literally “maintaining” Buddhism in India and beyond.
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During the last forty-five years of his life, Siddhartha Gautama (563–483 BC), the “Buddha,” the “Path-shower” and founder of Buddhism, instructed monks, nuns, laymen, and laywomen. Like so many other teachers of his time, however, his primary aim, at least initially, had been to establish a monastic organization — an order of celibate monks — for the propagation of his teachings. Women, therefore, played no pivotal role in the formation or formulation of the early Buddhist tradition. Or so it would seem.


Given the social and cultural context of sixth-century BC India and the importance of celibacy to the early Buddhist monastic organization, it is not surprising that women qua women would have been devalued in some of the early literature. In India, as in China, women were subservient to three masters: to their parents when young, to their husbands when mature, and to their children when old. They were helpmates at best and burdens at worst, but always they were viewed as being inferior, second-class citizens.


In spite of such cultural bias, however, some five years5 after establishing his male sangha, or order, the Buddha did something quite radical. Along with the Mahavira (founder of Jainism, and an older contemporary of Siddhartha), the Buddha attacked the caste system of the Brahmans; he condemned the outmoded language of the Vedas together with the Vedic practice of ritual animal sacrifice; and he allowed for the “going forth” of women from home into the homeless life. He admitted women into the community of his enrobed religious practitioners.


The monk Ananda, perhaps the Buddha’s favorite disciple, is shown in the scriptures to be a chief advocate for women;6 and honor falls to him for having pushed for the admission of women into the order. According to the early scriptures, the woman destined to become the first Buddhist nun was Mahaprajapati, the Buddha’s aunt and the woman who had raised him since he was seven days old.7 The Cullavagga’s8 account of Prajapati’s admission into the order begins as follows:


At one time the Awakened One, the Lord, was staying among the Sakyans at Kapilavatthu in the Banyan monastery. Then the Gotamid, Pajāpatī the Great, approached the Lord; having approached, having greeted the Lord, she stood at a respectful distance. As she was standing at a respectful distance, the Gotamid, Pajapati the Great, spoke thus to the Lord: “Lord, it were well that women should obtain the going forth from home into homelessness in this Dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder.” “Be careful, Gotami, of the going forth of women from home into homelessness in this Dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder.” And a second time. . . . And a third time did the Gotamid, Pajāpatī the Great, speak thus to the Lord: “Lord, it were well. . . .” “Be careful, Gotami, of the going forth of women from home into homelessness in this Dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder.”


Then the Gotamid, Pajāpatī the Great, thinking: “The Lord does not allow women to go forth from home into homelessness in the Dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder,” afflicted, grieved, with a tearful face and crying, having greeted the Lord, departed keeping her right side toward him.


Later, speaking to the Buddha on Mahaprajapati’s behalf, Ananda queried, “Are women competent, Revered Sir . . . to attain the fruit of once-returning . . . of never returning, to attain arhatship?”9 The Buddha did not deny their competence but predicted that, as a result of the founding of a women’s order, his doctrine would not abide long in lndia.10 Moreover, the Buddha declared “eight weighty regulations”11 which had to be accepted by Mahaprajapati prior to her admission. These eight special regulations for women served to make clear the nuns’ separate and inferior status compared to the monks’. According to F. Wilson’s12 translation, the eight rules were as follows:




(1) In the presence of monks, O Ānanda, women are expected to request ordination to go forth as nuns. I announce this as the first important rule for women to overcome the obstructions so that instruction can be maintained throughout life.


(2) In the presence of monks, O Ānanda, a nun must seek the teaching and instructions every half month. I announce this as the second important rule. . . .


(3) No nun may spend a rainy season, O Ānanda, in a place where no monks are resident. This, O Ānanda, is the third important rule. . . .


(4) After the rainy season a nun must have both orders [monks and nuns] perform the “end of the rainy season” ceremony for her with reference to the seeing, hearing, or suspicion [of faults committed by her]. This is the fourth important rule . . .


(5) It is forbidden that a nun, Ānanda, accuse or warn a monk about transgression in morality, heretical views, conduct, or livelihood. It is not forbidden for a monk to accuse or warn a nun about morality, heretical views, conduct, or livelihood. This is the fifth important rule I announce. . . .


(6) A nun, Ananda, should not scold or be angry with or admonish a monk. I announce this as the sixth important rule for women. . . .


(7) When a nun violates important rules, O Ānanda, penance must be performed every half month. This I declare as the seventh important rule. . . .


(8) A nun of one hundred years of age shall perform the correct duties to a monk. She shall, with her hands folded in prayerful attitude, rise to greet him and then bow down to him. This will be done with appropriate words of salutation. I declare this as the eighth important rule. . . .


“If, O Ānanda, Mahāprajāpatī Gautamī will observe these important rules as a religious duty, then she shall go forth from a home life, take ordination, and become a nun.”




Mahaprajapati is said to have gladly accepted the “eight rules,” and taking them as “a garland of lotus flowers,”13 she placed them upon her head, swearing never to transgress them. Moreover, the “five-hundred Sakyan women”14 accompanying her are said to have done likewise.


Once the door was opened to them, women flocked into the order of nuns.15 To be sure, one can imagine that the addition of a nuns’ order would have caused problems. Early on, there were no permanent structures — no monasteries, or viharas — to house either the monks or nuns.16 The religious life was physically hard and rugged. In the eyes of contemporary onlookers, no doubt, a dangerous situation prevailed with monks and nuns living in close proximity to each other; and undoubtedly the Buddha himself knew as well that many of his monk converts had but recently abandoned the worldly life with all its ties to womenfolk. Now these very women had entered the monastic confines.


Perhaps this new situation accounted for the prediction the Buddha reportedly voiced to Ananda immediately after allowing Mahaprajapati to enter the order. Again, the Cullavagga17 records:


If, Ānanda, women had not obtained the going forth from home into homelessness in the dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder, the Brahma-faring, Ānanda, would have lasted long, true dhamma would have endured for a thousand years. But since, Ānanda, women have gone forth . . . in the dhamma and discipline proclaimed by the Truth-finder, now, Ānanda, the Brahma-faring will not last long, true dhamma will endure only for five hundred years.


Even, Ānanda, as those households which have many women and few men easily fall a prey to robbers, to pot-thieves, even so, Ānanda, in whatever dhamma and discipline women obtain the going forth from home into homelessness, that Brahma-faring will not last long.


But the Buddha did allow women to take the robes, and, having been admitted, they lost no time in proving their capacity and ability to cope with the rigors and to scale the heights of the religious life. Many became widely renowned as teachers of the Buddha’s Dharma,18 and a number of nuns attained the ultimate fruit of nirvana itself. Their annas, or “songs of triumph,” are recorded in the text known as the Therīgāthā, or Psalms of the Sisters.19 (It should be added that while individual nuns are praised as great teachers, they are always depicted as imparting teachings only to other women; and that while some may have possessed an individualized style or unique delivery, their teachings did not depart from the standard message as articulated by the Buddha himself.)


Even though the scriptures show that there were problems associated with the women’s order,20 it was not the nuns who presented the major problems. These women were at least confined and controlled under the “rules” of the order. Instead those who posed the greatest threat to the early Buddhist enterprise were the nonrobed, unconfined women: women in their “natural” state. As with all monastic organizations, a precarious tension prevailed. Having deliberately chosen the life apart and isolated from worldly domestic realms, the enrobed community yet remained dependent on that domestic realm for its very existence and maintenance. The sangha depended on gifts from the laity. Moreover, monks who had recently left mothers, wives, children, and sweethearts were forced daily to interact with them in order to collect their very food. An early scripture records the following exchange between Ānanda and the Buddha:21


“Master,” says Ānanda, “how shall we behave before women?”


“You should shun their gaze, Ānanda.”


“But if we see them, master, what then are we to do?”


“Not speak to them, Ānanda.”


“But if we do speak to them, what then?”


“Then you must watch over yourselves, Ānanda.”


That woman is the monk’s most dreaded threat is attested to by many scriptures of the Theravada. Representing everything that is the antithesis of his quest for ultimate salvation, she becomes a symbol for all that he wishes to escape from. Entangled in family life and reproduction, in some texts woman is made a veritable synonym for samsara22 itself. I cite a few examples of such negative imagery:


The Anguttara Nikāya states:


Monks, I know of no other single form, sound, scent, savour, and touch by which a woman’s heart is so enslaved as it is by the form, sound, scent, savour, and touch of a man. Monks, a woman’s heart is obsessed by these things.23


(As Paul has pointed out, “the passage immediately prior to this citation discusses the equivalent obsession men have for women.”24) Three other passages may also be cited from the Anguttara collection. Thus i, 11, I, 72 records:


Monks, womenfolk end their life unsated and unreplete with two things. What two? Sexual intercourse and childbirth. These are the two things.25


At Anguttara Nikāya, xxiii, 6, III, 190, the following is said:


Monks, there are these five disadvantages to a monk who visits families and lives in their company too much. What five? He often sees womenfolk; from seeing them, companionship comes; from companionship, intimacy; from intimacy, amorousness; when the heart is inflamed, this may be expected: Either Joyless he will live the godly life, or he will commit some foul offense or he will give up the training and return to the lower life. Verily, monks, these are the five disadvantages . . .26


And, again, at vi, 5, III, 56:


Monks, a woman, even when going along, will stop to ensnare the heart of a man; whether standing, sitting, or lying down, laughing, talking, or singing, weeping, stricken, or dying, a woman will stop to ensnare the heart of a man. Monks, if ever one would rightly say: “It is wholly a snare of Mara, verily, speaking rightly, one may say of womanhood: It is wholly a snare of Mara.”27


Another corpus of early texts, referred to collectively as the Jatakas, or Previous-birth stories of the Buddha, also contain numerous accounts “designed to point the moral of feminine iniquity.”28 Coomaraswamy summarizes the Jatakas’ contents as follows:


“Unfathomably deep, like a fish’s course in the water,” they say, “is the character of women, robbers with many artifices, with whom truth is hard to find, to whom a lie is like the truth and the truth is like a lie. . . . No heed should be paid either to their likes or to their dislikes.”29


And the Kunalajataka (verses 24–25) records:


No man who is not possessed should trust women, for they are base, fickle, ungrateful, and deceitful. They are ungrateful and do not act as they ought to; they do not care for their parents or brother. They are mean and immoral and do only their own will.30


Clearly, the passages cited above — far from accurately describing the female’s nature — betray the fear of women felt by some of the early writers. That sword of fear was double-edged. Coomaraswamy notes, “for of all the snares of the senses which Ignorance sets before the unwary, the most insidious, the most dangerous, the most attractive, is woman.”31 Such fear produced a thoroughly misogynist polemic even in a text which later found its way into an early Mahayana collection known as the Maharatnakuta (Collection of Jewels).32 I quote a number of verses translated by Paul from “The Tale of King Udayana of Vatsa.”33




Fools


lust for women


like dogs in heat,


they do not know abstinence.


They are also like flies


who see vomited food.


Like a herd of hogs,


they greedily seek manure.


Women can ruin


the precepts of purity.


They can also ignore


honor and virtue.


Causing one to go to hell,


they prevent rebirth in heaven.


Why should the wise


delight in them? . . . .


If one listens


to what I have said


they can be reborn, separated


from women.


Then theirs will be


the majestically pure heaven


and they will attain


supreme Enlightenment. . . .


Those who are not wise,


act like animals,


racing toward female forms


like hogs toward mud.




Fools cannot see


the vice in desires


and ignorantly focus on them


like blind men . . . .


Because of their ignorance


they are bewildered by women who,


like profit seekers in the market place,


deceive those who come near.


Foolish men close to desire


enter a realm of demons.


Like maggots


they are addicted to filth . . . .


Ornaments on women


show off their beauty.


But within them there is great evil


as in the body there is air.


With a piece of bright silk


one conceals a sharp knife.


The ornaments on a woman


have a similar end.


So much for one (tormented!) man’s view of women.


When we come to the scriptures proper of the Mahayana — with its more universal outlook and appeal, its emphasis on compassion and “selflessness,” its “more sympathetic [attitude] to the existential concerns of the laity,”34 and its recognition of its growing dependency on the laity (resulting in the concomitant elevation of all members of the laity, both male and female) — we would expect to find less explicit disparagement of women. Happily, this is generally the case. However, the specific means to this end were not direct, but proceeded in stages. That is, while the Mahayana conceded that women might attain to ultimate enlightenment, some of its early texts required that women first change their sex.35 For example, an early Mahayana text, the Lotus Sutra,36 recorded:


If a woman, hearing this Chapter of the Former Affairs of the Bodhisattva Medicine King, can accept and keep it, she shall put an end to her female body, and shall never again receive one.37


In another famed passage of the Lotus, we find the following episode recounted:


At that moment, the venerable Sāriputra spoke to the daughter of Sāgara, the Nāga king: “Good daughter, you have certainly not wavered in awakening to the thought of enlightenment, and have immeasurable wisdom. However, the state of Supreme, Perfect Enlightenment is difficult to realize. Good daughter, even a woman who does not falter in diligence for many hundreds of eras and performs meritorious acts for many thousands of eras, completely fulfilling the six perfections, still does not realize Buddhahood. Why? Because a woman still does not realize five types of status. What are the five types? (1) The status of Brahma, (2) the status of Sakra (Indra), (3) the status of a great king, (4) the status of an emperor, and (5) the status of an irreversible Bodhisattva.”38


It should be pointed out that in the scenario which immediately follows the one just cited above, the eight-year-old Naga princess, after offering her priceless Naga-jewel to the Buddha, magically transforms her “sexual” self, changing first into a male bodhisattva and then into a buddha possessing the “thirty-two major marks.”39 She thereby demonstrates that her sexual transformation is performed out of compassion for the still-ignorant Prajnakuta and Shariputra, and in full accordance with her realization of the ultimate teachings of shunyata (that is, voidness of inherent self-existence). Still, the bias against the female sex per se remained in a number of Mahayana works.




This bias is also evidenced in some noncanonical (that is, nonsutra) Mahayana works. A key example is provided by the famed Bodhisattvabhumi, composed in the fourth century AD by the renowned philosopher Asanga. In the “Chapter on Enlightenment” (Bodhipatalam), Asanga writes:


All buddhas are exactly the same (in respect to their spiritual attainments). However, they may be distinguished according to four factors: with regard to (1) length of life (ayur), (2) name (nama), (3) family (kula), and (4) body (kaya). . . . Completely perfected buddhas are not women. And why? Precisely because a bodhisattva [i.e., one on his way to complete enlightenment], from the time he has passed beyond the first incalculable age (of his career), has completely abandoned the woman’s estate (stribhavam). Ascending (thereafter) to the most excellent throne of enlightenment, he is never again reborn as a woman. All women are by nature full of defilement and of weak intelligence. And not by one who is by nature full of defilement and of weak intelligence is completely perfected buddhahood attained.40


Fortunately, a number of Mahayana texts seek to put an end to such disparagement of the female sex. They do so by building on the all-important philosophical theory of shunyata (that is, voidness), and by carrying this theory to its logical conclusion. Thus a number of the Prajnaparamita sutras,41 or “Perfection of Wisdom” texts, challenge head-on the ill-conceived idea that distinctions of sex or gender can have any bearing whatsoever on a being’s attainment of ultimate enlightenment. Thus, in one Prajnaparamita text,42 the Buddha is reported to have said:


Those who by my form did see me,


and those who followed me by voice


wrong the efforts they engaged in,


me those people will not see.




From the Dharma should one see the Buddhas,


from the Dharmabodies comes their guidance.


Yet Dharma’s true nature cannot be discerned,


and no one can be conscious of it as an object.43


When the Buddha is made to say that those who saw him by his form (that is, by his body, bearing the “thirty-two major marks”) did not see him in truth, the argument is made against the notion that maleness (or femaleness) has any bearing on enlightenment. Firmly based on “voidness,” it forcefully asserts that questions of sexuality are irrelevant to the spiritual quest.


But perhaps the two Mahayana sutras which best exemplify the spirit of “voidness” as it pertains to the issue of women and Buddhist practice and attainment are the Vimalakirtinirdesha Sutra44 and the Shrimala Sutra.45 Importantly, both of these sūtras are addressed to and focus on the laity, as opposed to the monastic community, and both portray the former as possessing higher insight.


In the Vimalakirtinirdesha Sutra, a goddess who lives in the house of the layman Vimalakirti instructs Shariputra (who here represents the old conservatism of the Theravada monastic community) that a female form is no hindrance to comprehending the ultimate, void, nature of reality. The thrust of the passage is that reality transcends all distinctions, including those associated with a given sex. It reads:


Shariputra: Goddess, what prevents you from transforming yourself out of your female state?


Goddess: Although I have sought my “female state” for these twelve years, I have not yet found it. Reverend Shariputra, if a magician were to incarnate a woman by magic, would you ask her, “What prevents you from transforming yourself out of your female state?”


Shariputra: No! Such a woman would not really exist, so what would there be to transform?


Goddess: Just so, reverend Shariputra, all things do not really exist.46




Lastly, the Shrimala Sutra must be cited. Its chief protagonist is the Queen Shrimala, who is characterized as having “roared the lion’s roar” of the Buddha’s doctrine. The text was composed in the Andhra region of South India in the third century AD. It enjoyed immediate popularity in India, and later became influential in China as well, particularly during the reign of the famed T’ang empress, Wu Tse-t’ien. In the Shrimala, one sees the full flowering of female capability. I quote Paul’s summary of this unique text:47


The sutra of Queen Śrīmālā Who Had the Lion’s Roar is an exceptional text in several distinctive ways. (1) The assembly of those who listen to Queen Śrīmālā consists entirely of laymen and laywomen who are the attendants and citizens in Queen Śrīmālā’s court and kingdom. The religious community of monks and nuns are [sic] absent. (2) Queen Śrīmālā is the central figure, preempting even the Buddha, with regard to the length and content of the speeches. No other Bodhisattvas share the center stage with Śrīmālā, which was not the case in other texts depicting female Bodhisattvas. (3) The entire exposition is addressed to both the good sons and daughters who love and accept the true Dharma, teaching all other living beings to do likewise. These good sons and daughters are compared to a great rain cloud pouring forth countless benefits and rewards, reminiscent of the parable in the Lotus Sūtra. They are also compared to the great earth which carries the weight of the sea, mountains, vegetation, and sentient life, bestowing compassion like a great Dharma mother of the world. At no time is there a hierarchical pattern of the division of labor in which good sons are the administrators and teachers while good daughters are the assistants. (4) After the discourse, the order of the conversion of the citizens in Queen Śrīmālā’s kingdom is extraordinary. First, the women of the city seven years of age and older are converted; then Queen Śrīmālā’s husband, and finally the men of the city who were seven years of age and older. The preeminence of women over men in the order of conversion may either suggest a concession for the sake of the narration since Queen Śrīmālā is the central figure, or it may suggest that there was either a prominent woman in the ruling class at that time or that women could ideally have such a societal and religious position in a Buddhist community.


There shall be occasion to speak of the Shrimala Sutra again, but for now I must close off the discussion of images of women in Buddhist literature.48
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Let me now shift briefly to what may be called a more socio-historical account of Buddhism’s relationship to women. As Buddhism developed, and especially as the Mahayana took shape (ca. 100 BC–200 AD), ties to the laity of necessity had to be strengthened. Not only was there the question of dependency in terms of simple daily alms; now the laity’s support was necessary to fund the construction of more permanent and ever-larger monastic complexes as the number of clerics increased, and to fund the construction of stupas,49 or reliquary structures for public worship, as the number of lay followers increased.


Responding to the needs of the increasing number of lay devotees, the Mahayana proclaimed that the bodhisattva’s course was open to all, regardless of whether one was a cleric or not and, as we have seen, regardless of whether one was a man or a woman. In place of the great emphasis on shila (discipline and restraint) advocated by the early Theravada monastic community, the Mahayana gave primacy to dana, or giving. Indeed, dana was made first in the list of the Mahayana’s so-called “six perfections” (or paramitas) of practice, this formulation replacing the Theravada’s “threefold training” (tri-shiksapada) — in monastic discipline, meditation, and insight. If one did not have the good karmic fruit of being able to practice the monastic life, one could still practice Buddhism, gain merit through giving, and mount the successive stages of the bodhisattva to finally reach enlightenment. Naturally, such a doctrine appealed to popular religious sentiments and aspirations.


During his own lifetime, owing to his birthright (he was the son of the Shakyan king, Shuddhodana), the Buddha moved freely in wellto-do circles.50 He consorted with royalty, merchants, and other wealthy laypersons. Many of these people were converted to his religious cause. Others at least remained loyal supporters. Such support did not disappear following the Buddha’s passing.


It is not accidental that Romila Thapar, in her History of India, discusses both Buddhism and Jainism in the chapter “The Rise of the Mercantile Community (ca. 200 BC–AD 300).” Thapar notes:


The occupation of north-western India by non-Indian peoples was advantageous to the merchant, since it led to trade with regions which had as yet been untapped. The Indo-Greek kings encouraged contact with western Asia and the Mediterranean world. The Shakas, Parthians, and Kushanas brought central Asia into the orbit of the Indian merchant and this in turn led to trade with China. The Roman demand for spices and similar luxuries took Indian traders to southeast Asia and brought Roman traders to southern and western India. Through all India the merchant community prospered, as is evident from inscriptions, from their donations to charities, and from the literature of the time. Not surprisingly, the religions supported by the merchants, Buddhism and Jainism, saw their heyday during these centuries.51


And Robinson, speaking specifically of Buddhism, remarks:


Throughout its history, Buddhism has appealed particularly to the merchant class, especially those engaged in the caravan trade and in large-scale finance. Mercantile ideas of accountability and responsibility underlie the doctrines of merit and karma. A world view in which fortune is rational, the regular result of specific acts, appeals to enterprising men who would rather shape their destiny than just let fate happen to them. And the doctrine of the conservation of virtue reassures them that even if they fail in business they can succeed in religion.52


But let us return to the issue of women. While the Buddha may have been reluctant to found the order of nuns, early scriptural accounts attest to the fact that he did not disdain to accept gifts (often quite elaborate and expensive ones) from devout (and often quite wealthy) laywomen followers. It is, I suggest, in regard to female lay patronage that we may begin to formulate answers to the question of the role of women in the formation and development of Buddhism in India and other countries.53


It appears in fact that from his earliest days as a teacher, the Buddha was patronized54 by a number of wealthy women — by women merchants, wealthy courtesans, and royal queens. Moreover, it may be argued that such material support from women not only embellished but actually sustained the continuance of Buddhism in India right up to its final “disappearance” from the subcontinent.


In one of the early scriptures, the woman Visakha, “a rich citizen commoner of Śrāvastī,” is described by the Buddha as his “chief benefactress.”55 Further described as “the mother of many blooming children [she is reported to have had ten sons and ten daughters], and the grandmother of countless grandchildren [said to have numbered 8,400],”56 she is portrayed as having lavished gifts on the Buddhist order and as having generously catered to its every need. Having tried surreptitiously to donate her jewels, valued at “ninety millions,” she instead donated money to the sangha at three times their value. Visakha made a gift of treasured property at Shravasti,57 built a monastery on the site, and single-handedly provided for the needs of the order whenever its members resided there. Her story is long and cannot be recounted here in detail. Instead, I quote a passage from the text, which summarizes her donations:


For four months did Visākhā give alms in her monastery to the Buddha and to the congregation which followed him; and at the end of that time she presented the congregation of the priests with stuff for robes, and even that received by the novices was worth a thousand pieces of money. And of medicines, she gave the fill of every man’s bowl. Ninety millions were spent in this donation. Thus ninety millions went for the site of the monastery, ninety for the construction of the monastery, and ninety for the festival at the opening of the monastery, making two hundred and seventy millions in all that were expended by her on the religion of the Buddha. No other woman in the world was as liberal as this one who lived in the house of a heretic.58


The last sentence of this passage is quite interesting, for history shows that it was often the case that the husbands of the Buddha’s wealthy benefactresses were followers of some other religious tradition.59


The benefactresses of the Buddha’s order were not limited to the “respectable” classes. The wealthy courtesan Ambapali,60 who later became a nun under the Buddha’s charge, is lauded in the scriptures as having been, while still a lay follower, “one of the most loyal and generous supporters of the order.”61 An account of her life is found in the Therigatha,62 but Coomaraswamy has summarized the occasion of her chief offering to the Buddha — a vihara on her mango grove in Vesali — as follows:


Then the Master proceeded to Vesālī. At this time, also, there was dwelling in the town of Vesālī a beautiful and wealthy courtesan whose name was Ambapālī, the Mango-girl. It was reported to her that the Blessed One had come to Vesālī and was halting at her mango grove. Immediately she ordered her carriages and set out for the grove, attended by all her train; and as soon as she reached the place where the Blessed One was, she went up toward him on foot, and stood respectfully aside; and the Blessed One instructed and gladdened her with religious discourse. And she, being thus instructed and gladdened, addressed the Blessed One and said: “May the Master do me the honour to take his meal with all the Brethren at my house tomorrow.” And the Blessed One gave consent by silence. Ambapālī bowed down before him and went her way . . . .


The next day Ambapālī served the Lord and all the Brethren with her own hands, and when they would eat no more she called for a low stool and sat down beside the Master and said: “Lord, I make a gift of this mansion to the order of which thou art the chief.” And the Blessed One accepted the gift; and after instructing and gladdening Ambapālī with religious discourse, he rose from his seat and went his way.63


The intricate and intimate connections between the medieval Indian courtesans and the royalty of that day make for a fascinating story. The Therigatha, for example, tells us that four famous courtesans became nuns under the Buddha. Ambapali has just been mentioned. The three others were Vimala, Addhakasi, and the monk Abhaya’s mother, Padumavati. The latter had been known as “the town-belle of Ujjeni,” and “her boy, Abhaya, was King Bimbisāra’s son.”64 (It can also be noted here that one of the actual wives of Bimbisara, Queen Kṣema, was converted and became a prominent nun under the Buddha.65)


While mention has been made of women from the merchant class and of wealthy courtesans, undoubtedly the most important women supporters of Buddhism were the queens of the various historical periods. This fact becomes ever more evident as one traces the later development of Buddhism in India and in the countries to which it spread.


That Buddhism prospered in India under the beneficence of wealthy queens is well attested to by a close reading of historical studies. The phenomenon seems to have occurred in both the southern and northern centers of Buddhism and to have continued from the second and third centuries AD up through the twelfth century. In connection with a key example of this situation in southern India, I ask you to think once again about the Shrimala Sutra. Recall that this sutra was written in South India in the third century AD. What was the historical situation? Following the fall of the South Indian Satavahana empire around 220 AD, the region was partitioned into several kingdoms, the Andhra region coming to be ruled by the Ikshvakus. Nilakanta Sastri describes this royal house as follows:


The reign of [Siri Chāntamūla’s] son Vīrapurisadāta formed a glorious epoch in the history of Buddhism and in diplomatic relations. He took a queen from the Śaka family of Ujjain and gave his daughter in marriage to a Chutu prince. Almost all the royal ladies were Buddhists: an aunt of Vīrapurisadāta built a big stupa at Nāgārjunikonda for the relics of the great teacher, besides apsidal temples, vihāras, and mandapas. Her example was followed by other women of the royal family and by women generally, as we know from a reference to one Bodhisiri, a woman citizen.66


The Waymans suggest that by “taking these facts into consideration, one may postulate that the Śrī-Mālā was composed partly to honor the eminent Buddhist ladies who were so responsible for this glorious period of South Indian Buddhism.”67


Nor should we fail to mention that a few centuries later, in China, the Shrimala Sutra enjoyed increased popularity and prestige when Empress Wu liberally patronized Buddhism there (in exchange, one might add, for the propaganda campaign carried out on her behalf by her Buddhist supporters!).68


To return to India, what was true in South India was true in the north as well. Historical records show that particularly for the important northwestern center of Buddhism, that is, the regions around Kashmir, the Tradition enjoyed the continuous support of the queens of the period. Buddhism having fallen on hard times following the fall of the Kushana empire,69 its revival in the north is partly — if not wholly — attributable to certain notable queens. Thus, Nalinaksha Dutt provides the following glimpses into the history of the Mahayana’s development in the north:


Meghavāhana, a descendant of Yudhiṣṭhira I, was brought by the people from Gandhāra and placed on the throne. He had a soft corner for Buddhism, hailing, as he did, from Gandhāra, a predominantly Buddhistic country. His queen Amṛtaprabhā of Prāgjyotisa is said to have built for the use of Buddhist monks a lofty vihāra called Amṛtabhavana. . . .


During the reign of Raṇāditya, one of his queens called Amṛtaprabhā placed a fine statue of Buddha in the vihāra built by a queen of Meghavāhana. Raṇāditya was succeeded by his son Vikramāditya, who was a devotee of Śiva. His minister Galuna had a vihāra built in the name of his wife, Ratnāvali. . . .


Bālāditya [mid-eighth century CE] was succeeded by his son-in-law, Durlabhavardhana, whose queen set up the Anaṅgabha-vana-vihāra, referred to by Ou K’ong as Ānanda or Ānaṅga vihāra. The king himself, as also his successors, were mostly Viṣṇu-worshippers. . . .


Jayamatī, queen of Uccala, built two monasteries, one of which was in honor of her sister Sullā. This, it is said, was completed by King Jayasiṃha, the illustrious ruler, who succeeded Uccala. King Jayasiṃha patronised literary men, and there was once more a revival of learning in Kashmir. He looked after the Maṭhas and Vihāras, the first of which that attracted his attention was the one built by his queen Ratnādevī. His chief minister Rilhaṇa was also very pious. He showed his veneration to both Śiva and Buddha, and erected a monastery in memory of his deceased wife Sussalā. Sussalā must have been a great devotee of Buddha, as she erected [a vihāra] on the site of the famous Caṅkuna-Vihāra, which had been destroyed. It had a magnificent establishment for the Buddhist monks. Cintā, wife of Jayasiṃha’s commander Udaya, adorned the bank of the Vitastā by a monastery consisting of five buildings, and Dhanya, one of the ministers, commenced the construction of a vihāra in honour of his late wife. Evidently, therefore, the reigning period of Jayasiṃha [1128–49 CE] marked a revival of the Buddhist faith in Kashmir.70




CONCLUSION



When we attempt to arrive at an accurate picture of the role played by women in the formation and subsequent development of Buddhism, two main sources of material are available. One is the vast corpus of Buddhist literature itself. Such scriptures present a variety of images of women, of the female, and of the feminine, with such portrayals generally getting more positive as we advance from the early to later texts. It can be noted that women were elevated, presented more positively, and granted more esteem in the texts at the same time that such elevation and esteem were accorded to the laity in general. Still, if only the texts are relied on, a one-sided picture emerges in which women as a whole are most often portrayed as being reacted to (or, against) rather than as being active participants in their own right.


The other major source is the information provided in secular (as distinct from religious) histories. A close reading of this material shows women as independent and active in the world, and as capable of affecting and, in some cases, even of shaping the development of the Buddhist tradition. Contrary to the Buddha’s prediction that his doctrine would not long abide in India because he now admitted women to his order, history shows that women’s support at least in some cases may actually have been responsible for the tradition’s flourishing on the subcontinent for as long as it did.


Both pools of information must be used together. The women who became followers of the Buddha served him as nuns and as lay benefactresses. While neither group can be said to have actively influenced the early teachings per se, both groups of women proved that by practicing them they could attain spiritual heights equal to those of their male counterparts. Moreover, though the order of nuns did not remain a strong factor in Buddhism’s historical development in India, laywomen supporters there did play a significant role in nourishing and sustaining the growth and development of the tradition.
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