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About this Book

“Marco Pallis” A Buddhist Spectrum is an admirable compendium of
perennial wisdom, an authentic summation of Buddhism encom-
passing its profoundest truths. It is written in a clear, classical
English that is a delight to read, while daring to confront us with the
realities of contemporary life dominated as it is by animalistic
atavisms, estranging us from our specific humanness.
“Modern ‘economic man, Pallis observes, oscillates between the
animal and the petra (hungry ghost), alienated as he is from him-
self, under the illusions of an infinitely expanding consumption,
uninterruptedly propagated as a ‘higher standard of living.’
Estranged from ourselves as we are, this noble book can be trusted
to overcome some of the almost insurmountable road blocks on
our way home.”

—Fredrick Franck, artist and author of The Zen of Seeing

and Messenger of the Heart: The Book of Angelus Silesius

“Marco Pallis’ contribution is unique and inspiring. At once a bril-
liant comparative religionist, who moves back and forth with ease
from one tradition to another, seeing the commonalities, parallels,
and differences, he is also subtle, wise, and committed to an expe-
riential depth of appreciation which is the hallmark of a devoted
practitioner. He doesn’t just talk about Buddhism, he also practices
it, and so its deeper life is available to him ... His probing mind
unites a talented philosopher gifted in metaphysics with the schol-
ar and mystic. [A Buddhist Spectrum is] a timeless treasure!”

—Wayne Teasdale, Catholic Theological Union, author
of The Mystic Heart: Discovering a Universal Spirituality in the
World's Religions and A Monk in the World: Cultivating a Spiritual
Life



“The work of Marco Pallis radiates a distinctively Buddhist ambi-
ence. The tone is less combative and more amiable than that found
in the work of some of the other traditionalists, but he is no less
tough-minded.”

—Kenneth Oldmeadow, author of Traditionalism:
Religion in the Light of the Perennial Philosophy and Journeys East:
20th Century Western Encounters with Eastern Religious Traditions

“Without a doubt, there is no better introduction to the main
notions of Buddhism for the Western mind than this famous classic.
Indeed, A Buddhist Spectrum is remarkable for its ability to convey, in
a very elegant and persuasive manner, difficult and sometimes mis-
understood aspects of this Eastern religion. Many misinterpreta-
tions can be avoided by readers who encounter Buddhism for the
first time through this book, as well as by more advanced ones.”

—Jean-Pierre Lafouge, Marquette University

“An honest and creative attempt to interpret Buddhist teachings
and apply them to basic religious issues that are alive today. A
Buddhist Spectrum will be an appropriate resource for courses in
comparative religion.”

—Joel Brereton, Columbia University
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Foreword

We have entered a new age, the Interspiritual Age. There is
evidence literally everywhere of this historic emergence in
humanity’s consciousness, fundamentalism and tribalism
notwithstanding. Bede Griffiths, though he didn’t know this
term,! kept announcing this new age that was rapidly
approaching in the latter half of the twentieth century. The
Interspiritual Age is a radically new period of human history
where the barriers between and among the great world’s reli-
gions are breaking down, though not their respective identi-
ties. What is happening is that more and more people are
exploring the spiritual riches of the other traditions, while
often remaining rooted in their own, though some leave their
old faith tradition behind altogether for a new one.

Itis very common to find Christians and Jews practicing a
Hindu or Buddhist form of meditation, or taking teachings
from rinpoches, roshis, or gurus. Often there is a bilateral
commitment in which one belongs to two traditions simulta-
neously. Lama Palden Drolma, a very gifted Tibetan Buddhist
teacher, is also a committed Anglican, and has a very deep
awareness of God. Ruben Habito is both a Roman Catholic
and a Zen roshi, as are Robert Kennedy, a Jesuit priest, and
Susan Postal, an Anglican priest. Father Kevin Culligan, a
member of the Carmelite Order, is also a master of Vipassana
meditation of the Theravadan tradition. The Buddhist master
Thich Nhat Hanh has written interspiritual books, for
instance, Living Buddha, Living Christ, and Coming Home: Jesus
and the Buddha as Brothers. The Dalai Lama himself gave a

1. Interspivitual Age, interspirituality, interspiritual wisdom, and intermysticism
are terms I coined in The Mystic Heart: Discovering a Universal Spirituality in
the World’s Religions (Novato, CA: New World Library, 1999).

Vil



A Buddhist Spectrum

series of talks to Christians inspired by the Gospel of John.
The Gethsemani Encounter I and II, held at Thomas
Merton’s monastery, Gethsemani Abbey, near Louisville,
Kentucky, brought together Christian and Buddhist monas-
tics from the Theravada, Zen, and Tibetan branches, two dif-
ferent years (July 1996 and April 2002) to explore the
common ground between them, experience one another’s
mature spirituality, and forge friendships. They were engaged
in an essentially interspiritual enterprise.

Interspirituality itself is a new recognition, at least as it
grows in reflection on the meaning of this emergent reality,
of the perennial philosophy, of which Seyyed Hossein Nasr is
today the chief representative. There is a common thread of
timeless wisdom that runs through all the great systems of
spirituality and metaphysics in the world’s religions. All the
religions partake of a similar origin in the mystical process of
their founders. There is a universal wisdom, a global mysti-
cism, that exists, but it is neither intentional nor systematic. It
is the common human dimension of the search for Ultimate
Reality, the Divine, and all the experience of it recorded in
the various traditions throughout history.

Marco Pallis’ contribution is unique and inspiring. At
once a brilliant comparative religionist, who moves back and
forth with ease from one tradition to another, seeing the com-
monalities, parallels, and differences, he is also subtle, wise,
and committed to an experiential depth of appreciation
which is the hallmark of a devoted practitioner. He doesn’t
just talk about Buddhism, he also practices it, and so its deep-
er life is available to him. In bringing to light the meaning of
various Buddhist insights, like Nirvana, anatta, karma, and
dharma, he is aware of their resonances in other traditions.
He is very sensitive, tender and loving towards Christianity
and Islam in their depth and mystical teachings. His probing
mind unites a talented philosopher gifted in metaphysics with
the scholar and mystic. He is, in many ways, an interspiritual
Buddhist, who understands the inherent value of each tradi-

vitL
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tion, and is able to make his point in the language of
Christianity and Islam as easily as in Buddhism. In consider-
ing the possibility of grace in the Buddhist tradition, for
example, he is able to find a point of contact in the motive of
grace itself, whether from God or from some divine being, or
a Buddha, and he discovers this in the implications of com-
passion itself. To his inquiry about the problem of evil, he
comes to a conclusion that all faiths share. He declares: “The
one and only ‘problem,” in our situation, is to find the way
home, in which case we can show it to others” (p. 62). A time-
less treasure!

Wayne Teasdale
Chicago, April 30, 2003
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Editor’s Note

Marco Pallis frequently uses words or expressions set off in single
quotation marks. In order to avoid cluttering the text, these have
been used throughout.



Preface

One of the most difficult things, when writing a book, is
to find a good title, one which somehow expresses the nature
of the work yet is neither academic-sounding, nor so pictur-
esque as to mystify one’s prospective readers, nor heavy-fisted
nor complicated—there is no end to the traps into which a
seeker of titles can fall.

In the present case I hope that a title has been found for
a book which is not a consecutive treatise on Buddhism yet
deals with a number of Buddhist themes of prime importance
in such fashion as to make up a whole; between them these
themes add up to a coherent view of the world and of a
human destiny realizable in this world as seen through
Buddhist eyes. Each color of the spectrum is distinct and bril-
liant, yet they all tail into one another imperceptibly; in Pure
Land Buddhist parlance, all these colors come together to
form the halo of Amitabha Buddha, whose name means ‘infi-
nite light’; light, itself uncolored yet including all possible
colors, is Buddhahood’s most characteristic symbol. The anal-
ogy between the spectrum and a series of separate but inter-
dependent studies grouping themselves around a common
idea should be clear enough.

Of the ten essays that have been brought together in this
collection, some date back a considerable time, while others
have been completed only recently. The fact that most of
them were composed in answer to specific requests from
other people will account for a certain amount of repetition
affecting quotations and other illustrative features. This will
not, I venture to hope, be regarded by readers as a drawback:
the fact of meeting again something one has seen before can
serve as a stimulus to the mind by intensifying the previous
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impression, and also to view the same material from different
angles helps to illustrate the polyvalent character of the dhar-
ma the Lord Buddha revealed to us.

A word of explanation is owed to the reader in regard to
two of these essays (III and VIII), of which the connection
with Buddhism is admittedly not self-evident. The former was
originally composed for reading before a predominantly
Christian group, who doubtless expected a paper on a stock
subject belonging to that Tibetan tradition with which the
author’s name had become associated; it occurred to me,
however, that it might be more rewarding to tackle a subject
which Christian minds notoriously have found troublesome,
by applying to its discussion a characteristically Buddhist
dialectical technique: Buddhism does indeed figure in that
essay, but only incidentally along with other traditions. As for
the eighth essay, its subject matter is inseparably linked to
Christian motives, since musical polyphony has never found a
place among the artistic resources of any Oriental religion. Its
inclusion here can nevertheless be justified, if indirectly, by
the fact that, but for an acquaintance with the teachings
about samsara, the existential round, as expounded by the
Indian traditions, the hidden analogy with musical counter-
point could scarcely have come into my mind. My own life-
long experience in handling contrapuntal music made that
analogy all the more telling.

A few special remarks about the next to last essay, the one
on anatta, also seem called for. This is the most challenging
subject I have ever tried to deal with and it was only after
recurrent hesitations that I finally decided to make the
attempt. From a Buddhist standpoint anattd constitutes a
basic idea; it is in fact one of the features distinguishing
Buddhism from its sister traditions in India and « fortiori from
the Semitic forms of wisdom. In practice, anatta has been pro-
ductive of much confusion among persons writing in
European languages, whether as exponents or as critics of
this doctrine; sectarian animus has also at times entered in to

Xl
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fog the issue still further. It would be rash for anyone to claim
that he had produced an exhaustive explanation of this
thorny subject; in fact what I have tried among other things
to show is why such could never be the case; non-selfhood
defends itself as it were, against all attempts at a self-con-
tained rationalization. I can only express the hope that such
thoughts on the subject as have been assembled in the pages
of this book may be of some help, and not just one more hin-
drance, to the reader intent on penetrating the mystery for
which the word anattd is meant to provide a key.

As for the tenth essay, this was sheer afterthought, pro-
voked by my reading through a script by another author in
which the subject of archetypes was brilliantly expounded
while leaving certain portions of the field still fallow; this was
precisely the part that I have felt moved to plough. The out-
come was this essay. Moreover, I must confess that this subject
as a whole was unfamiliar ground for me; to explore it was an
effort, but one well worth making, if only because the arche-
typal principle is one which has a wide practical applicability
irrespective of what religious path a man happens to be fol-
lowing or even if he still remains a seeker.

The word ‘archetype’ does not seem to date far back in
time, perhaps no earlier than the Renaissance. The idea itself
is not new, however; no religion can be without it, however
this truth may be expressed. On reading my colleague’s text
I asked myself how this particular subject should be envisaged
from a Buddhist point of view; this essay marks an attempt to
answer that question. Christian sources have also been drawn
on freely here; this is a case where two ways of treating the
same theme will serve to reinforce each other, without raising
any awkward questions.

M.P.






Introduction

This book reflects a wisdom which is the fruit of over a
half century of both the study and the actual experience of
Tibetan Buddhism as well as the deeply sympathetic study of
other religions. Marco Pallis first became known to the schol-
arly public through his epochal work Peaks and Lamas, which
for the first time introduced the integral tradition of Tibet to
the Western world from the traditional point of view. As a
staunch defender of the traditional perspective, he was also
instrumental in translating some of the seminal works of
René Guénon and later Frithjof Schuon into English, aided
in this effort by his lifelong friend and collaborator in matters
both scholarly and musical, Richard Nicholson.
Furthermore, Pallis wrote over the years a large number of
essays touching upon various subjects of his interest ranging
from Buddhism to polyphonic music. Some of those essays
appeared in an earlier collection entitled The Way and the
Mountain, which was followed by this collection that comple-
ments the earlier one and in a sense presents the most
mature and most profound thoughts of Pallis concerning var-
ious aspects of traditional teachings in general and of
Buddhism in particular.

Pallis was at once an incomparable authority on
Buddhism, especially in its Tibetan form, a defender and pro-
tector of the Tibetan tradition in the West since the tragedies
of 1951, a lover of nature and a mountain climber who first
encountered Tibetan Buddhism while climbing Himalayan
peaks in the 1920s, a profound student of other religions,
especially Christianity, and a very accomplished musician who
did a great deal to revive the rich musical tradition of
Renaissance England, which still possesses a great deal of

XU
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spiritual substance despite the modernizing tendencies of the
age. All of these concerns of Pallis are reflected in A Buddhist
Spectrum, whose themes are woven together by the principles
of tradition and, more particularly, by Buddhism.

This book is a Buddhist spectrum, as the title indicates,
dealing with some of the most basic and wide ranging aspects
of the Buddhist tradition; yet it is also a book on comparative
religion based especially on the encounter of Buddhism and
Christianity. It deals with Buddhist themes, but often with full
consideration of ongoing debates in Christian circles con-
cerning those very themes. Pallis, however, also refers often
to Hinduism and Islam, concerning both of which he pos-
sessed a profound knowledge. The book is, therefore, a
Buddhist work on both religion as such and religions in their
multiplicity, presented in a contemporary but traditional lan-
guage.

A major characteristic of A Buddhist Spectrum is that it is
concerned with the reality of Buddhism and not just a theo-
retical analysis of its ideas. Throughout the book the
Buddhist refrain that human life, whose end is transcen-
dence, is difficult to obtain is repeated in a manner which
reminds the reader that religion is to be practiced and not
just studied theoretically. He presents the “existential” signif-
icance of religion in a characteristically Buddhist manner,
showing how the incessant analysis of this or that theme of
Buddhist thought or symbol without the actual practice of the
religion is against the teachings of Buddhism and a fretting
away of that precious life which is so difficult to obtain.

The goal of Pallis is, therefore, to present Buddhism as an
upaya that saves, to provide a key for the understanding of
traditional teachings whose very comprehension in depth
excludes the possibility of being satisfied with only a mental
participation in its world to the exclusion of the rest of man’s
being. A Buddhist Spectrum, while being scholarly is, therefore,
not just a scholarly work in the usual sense of the term.
Rather, it deals with wisdom and sapiential spirituality whose

XUl



Introduction

urgent message becomes immediately understood provided
one becomes aware of the real significance of the Buddhist
doctrine of mindfulness, that virtue of which one can never
possess too much, and of the preciousness of being born in
the human state and therefore in that central condition
which alone can lead to the state beyond all becoming.

Another general characteristic of this book is that it pres-
ents Buddhism in such a manner that, far from being seen as
an exception to all other religions, opposed to all perma-
nence, grace, and what Western man identifies with godli-
ness, it becomes another affirmation of that perennial Truth
which has always been and will always be, while it possesses its
own particular genius and characteristics. If one travels
among the Buddhists of Asia, one detects among those who
still practice their tradition a sense of the sacred, of transcen-
dence, and of the world of the Spirit, while many a Western
student of Buddhism, even if personally attracted to it, pres-
ents Buddhism as if it were simply an Oriental version of the
anti-Christian humanism and even nihilism which has caused
many Westerners to leave their own tradition in quest of
another universe of discourse and meaning. Pallis, although
himself coming from a Christian background to Buddhism,
points out the errors inherent in this crypto-rationalistic and
humanistic presentation of Buddhism. His work stands in fact
at the antipode of that kind of exposition and serves as an
antidote to the misunderstanding resulting from that secu-
larized version of Buddhism so prevalent in the Western
world today. In Pallis’s presentation of the message of the
Buddha one recognizes a great religion as lived and practiced
by the people of the Orient with its strict morality and a
sacred art of transcendent beauty, a religion which confirms
on the deepest level the truths of the Christian tradition
rather than being seen as an ally of that rationalism and
humanism which have been eating away at the sinews and
bones of the Christian West since the Renaissance.

XUl
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A Buddhist Spectrum is a wise book while being thoroughly
reliable from a scholarly point of view. The aim of the author
is not to present historical facts about Buddhism or analyze
what is currently called Buddhist philosophy. Rather, it is to
present the wisdom of Buddhism from the traditional point
of view, which, while accepting all the formal diversity of reli-
gions willed by Heaven, sees also the unifying Truth that
shines beyond these forms.

Seyyed Hossein Nasr

xXviil



Living One’s Karma

The conception of existence as samsdara, cosmic flux,
together with its parallel conception of karma, ‘concordant
action and reaction’ as the determinant of each being’s part
in that flux, is an essential feature of all the traditions direct-
ly or indirectly deriving from India. Though the subject is
here being considered from a Buddhist angle, most of what
will be said could apply to Hinduism equally well.

Let us first consider the Round of Existence through its
symbolical representation, said to go back to the Buddha
himself, as a circle subdivided into six sectors, each contain-
ing one of the typical classes of sentient beings. These sectors
can be arranged in three pairs, as follows:

our world: (1) human (the central state); (2) animals
(peripheral states);

supernal worlds: (3) gods, or devas; (4) titans, or asuras;

infernal worlds: (5) tantalized ghosts, or pretas; (6) hells.

This symbolic scheme is familiar wherever the Buddhist tra-
dition prevails.

Let us examine each of the six components in somewhat
greater detail. Quite evidently, the human sector, which was
mentioned first, has been given a disproportionate share in
the whole if one considers it solely from the point of view of
the number of beings concerned. Compared with the vast
multiplicity of their nonhuman neighbors, men represent a
very small number indeed, apart from the fact that they form
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but one species as compared with an immense variety extend-
ing to genera, families, and natural orders. The reason for
this privileged treatment is twofold: first, being men our-
selves, it is natural for us to single out for study our own kind
and manner of existing; second, the human species is the
chosen field of avataric embodiment, Buddhahood, and this,
qualitatively speaking, entitles it to privileged consideration.

Passing to the animal sector, this contains a large number
of different species situated at the same level of existence as
man, but varying in respect of their nearness to, or remote-
ness from, the human position. It might then be asked: where
do plants and minerals come in, since they do not seem to fig-
ure by name in any sector? The answer can only be that here
one is not dealing with a chart of biological or geological sta-
tistics; one must not expect a meticulous consistency in
regard to details. All the traditional picture of the Round is
intended to do is to serve as a broadly sufficient guide to an
understanding of the universe, one that is based, all along, on
qualitative factors rather than on ‘facts’ or quantitative con-
siderations such as enter into the purview of natural sciences
in the usual sense of the word.

Regarded from the human point of view, the supernal
states are those that in greater or lesser measure escape the
physical and psychic limitations of our own state of existence.
The two sectors grouped in the supernal class may, however,
themselves include quite a number of different degrees that
we, in our present state, are hardly concerned with. It is said
of gods, or devas, that theirs is a state full of delights such as
‘wishing trees’ able to grant any boon at the mere thought,
and other picturesque amenities of a similar kind; no pain
can enter into this state while it lasts, which makes the
moment of change when it strikes at long last all the more
painful for the beings in question, as they suddenly wake up
to the fact that their state of bliss is not eternal but remains
subject to birth and death like every other existential state. As
one Mongolian monk said to the writer: “The long-lived gods
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are stupid.” Lulled into overconfidence by sheer absence of
contrast in their present condition, they are wholly unpre-
pared for the fatal moment when it comes, and they may sink
as low as hell itself, a truly lamentable fate.

Not all the gods, however, display this lack of intelligence.
Many of them play a creditable part in stories of the Buddha.
Some, such as Vishnu’s hawklike steed Garuda, are constant
attendants on the Buddha’s person, whose canopy they pro-
vide; others again, and especially Brahma, king of the devas,
after the Buddha’s enlightenment persuade him to preach
the doctrine lest the world be utterly lost. This overcoming of
the Buddha’s ‘reluctance’ at the instance of the gods features
in the history of every teaching Buddha and is meant to con-
vey symbolically that the knowledge possessed by an enlight-
ened one is so profound as to be virtually incommunicable to
men in their present state of ignorance. The Buddha, howev-
er, consents to teach, thus showing that, ignorance notwith-
standing, the Light is not unattainable. For this we have to
thank the persuasion of the gods.

Titans, or asuras, for their part, though superior to men
in virtue of their possession of various powers, are always rep-
resented as contentious beings, full of envy for the gods and
their felicity and ever plotting to dethrone them. Typically
they are beings who through ‘austerities,” intense work car-
ried out in various fields, have been enabled to extend their
own natural faculties to the point of threatening heaven
itself. Sometimes titanic ambition even wears an altruistic
mask, as when Prometheus stole the fire from the gods in
order to bestow it on mankind, thus exposing the latter to the
consequences of his own act of profanation. It is typical of an
asuric or Promethean temperament to promote recklessly the
use of abnormal powers from every kind of motive except the
essential one, the one that could lead a being to
Buddhahood. Lacking this motive, it lacks all; such is the
asuric sign in beings.
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The two infernal sectors of our symbolism, the land of
tantalized ghosts (pretas) and the hells, are places whence joy
and comfort are entirely banished. The firstnamed is a realm
wherein reigns the most intense feeling of want, an insatiable
hunger and thirst. Pretas are pictured as having huge, inflated
bellies and pinpoint mouths, so that enough nourishment
can never find its way through the tiny inlet to meet the exces-
sive cravings of the belly, and thus the being remains in a con-
stant state of misery, which only a change of state may
eventually relieve, could he but awaken to this possibility. The
hells, on the other hand, more or less explain themselves:
they are places of sheer expiation, hot or cold according to
the nature of the offences committed (or opportunities dis-
regarded) in the course of previous life. In this respect they
hardly differ from the conception of hell as found in the
Semitic religions except in matters of detail and, more espe-
cially, in the absence of any perfunctory attribution of ‘eter-
nity’ such as does not belong anywhere in the Round.

This last is the most important point to grasp. The
keynote of samsdra is impermanence, the primary theme to
meditate upon for every Buddhist. All that the world’s flow
brings into being is unstable. This is true of heavens or hells,
happier states as well as more unhappy; the former admit of
no complacency, the latter are never entirely without hope.
For everything, in the fullness of becoming, when its particu-
lar possibilities have spent themselves, must change to some-
thing else. This is the universal law of existence in the Round.

The number and variety of beings extant in the universe
is incalculable. The same holds for world systems; they are
indefinite both in their incidence and in the variety of condi-
tions to which each world system is subject. But, whatever may
be the conditions governing a given world, the sixfold group-
ing can still be applied to it, with suitable allowance made for
differences of detail. Thus every world must have its ‘central’
or ‘axial’ state which, by analogy with our world, may well be
called human; just as there will also exist superior and inferi-
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or states classifiable as such from the standpoint of that state
that provides the median term.

The essential characteristics of each world are integrally
reflected in the being that is central to that world and, in a
more or less fragmentary manner, in the various beings occu-
pying peripheral positions. The central state, being a totality
in its own order, constitutes something like an autonomous
world of its own, a microcosm, and this is the case with man
in our world system. Knowing the state of man at a particular
time, one can almost say one knows the state of the world, so
closely are the two interests bound together. A transposition
of the sixfold symbolism from the greater world in all its
extension to the human microcosm follows logically from this
interrelationship; thus certain properties of human nature
can be said to correspond to certain classes of beings, in the
sense that, in proportion as a man identifies himself with
such a property rather than with such another, he will display,
in his human life, something of the character of one or other
of the non-human classes. To give one instance, it is easy to
recognize the type conforming as nearly as possible to a state
of ‘human animality,” that of men regarded chiefly in the
mass as feeders and reproducers in a quantitative sense; need-
less to say, no disparagement of animals is intended by the
above allusion, for animals and plants in a state of nature live
out their karma with sure instinct and exhibit qualities of dig-
nity and beauty that man, for his part, can emulate only by
remaining faithful to his own vocation, which is of another
order just because of his central position in the world.

To take another example, modern ‘economic man’ oscil-
lates between the animal and preta types, the latter being the
one that is most consonant with his professed ideal of an
indefinitely expanding production and of a so-called high
standard of living. A vast machine of propaganda exists for
the sole purpose of exacerbating an appetite for possessions,
with the proviso, however, that the happiness these are sup-
posed to procure must never be quite reached, for if man
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rested satisfied at any point the wheels would stop going
round there and then, and this would mean economic ruin,
so inextricably have the two motives been geared to one
another. Therefore man must keep on being tantalized into
fresh desires—a far cry from Buddhism.

If this be not a picture of a Pretaland, it is the next best
thing to one. And to what kind of rebirth are men schooled
in this way likely to attain? Might it be to rebirth as pretas per-
haps?

As for the hells, they are surely discernible among those
dark reservoirs below the level of human consciousness
wherein our psychologists so often like to fish. Sometimes
their contents also overflow: an utterly subhuman type is not
uncommon in our midst, even without mentioning what he
himself calls art, a devilish appliance in its way. Naturally, one
has been referring to extremes. The purer types are relative-
ly rare; mostly one has to do with various blends and hybrids.

There is one other kind of man, however, the one who
alone is able to realise the plenitude of the human possibili-
ty, and this is the man who identifies himself, in intention and
practice, not with some samsarically conditioned human fac-
ulty, but with the axis of the human microcosm itself, the
thread of Buddha-nature passing through the heart of every
being, every world. For peripheral beings this identification
can only be indirect and eminently passive; but with man,
because he is an axial being by definition, this can also take
place in active mode, without restriction of scope or finality.
This, in fact, is the possibility of full awakening, Buddhahood,
and justifies the statement, found in the Semitic scriptures,
that man has been made ‘in the divine image’. Whether we
call man ‘theomorphic’ or ‘buddhamorphic,’ it makes little
difference in this context.

Lastly, let us return to the traditional portrayal of the
Round of Existence, as originally described, in order to point
out that, like every true symbolism, it derives from the nature
of things and not from some arbitrary contrivance of the
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human mind as if it were just a poetic allegory. Its purpose is
to serve as a key to a heightened awareness; it has no other
use.

A symbolical classification like the present one is not
meant to be read in the sense of a compact formula: it has to
be freely interpreted and intelligently applied, for samsara as
such is indefinite, it does not admit of systematization. The
sutras in fact describe it as ‘without beginning’ (i.e. unde-
fined in terms of origin) but as ‘having an end’ (in deliver-
ance, Nirvana)—a paradoxical description since,
metaphysically speaking, what has no beginning cannot have
an end either, and vice versa. One can compare with this the
similar (but inverse) Christian paradox of a world ‘with
beginning’ (in creation) yet able to become ‘world without
end’ (by salvation through Christ).

In both the above cases the object is to communicate a
saving truth, not a nicely rounded-off philosophical thesis—
hence an apparent disregard of logic.

We said at the outset that in samsdra the determinant of
any coming into being or ‘birth’ is antecedent action, with its
consequent reaction. This is the doctrine of karma and its
fruits, which, ripening in their season as results, are fated in
their turn to become causes containing, as they do, the seeds
of further becoming. The continual intercrossing of number-
less strands of causality goes to make up the skein of samsara;
the conception is dynamic, a continual passage from state to
state, with each birth marking a death to some preceding
state and each death marking a fresh birth and so on indefi-
nitely.

Since everything is in a state of ceaseless flux, any event or
object one chooses to observe has to be abstracted from the
whole process in a more or less arbitrary manner, with the
result that whatever one observes will necessarily have a cer-
tain character of ambiguity: both the object itself and the
observing subject are changing all the time, which means that
any judgment passed on the basis of an empirical examina-
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tion of objects found in the world will remain approximate,
provisional, relative, fluid, and ambivalent. The empirical
approach precludes any conclusion qualifiable as ‘exact’ and
‘complete’.

Having said this much, it is necessary also to mention the
complementary aspect of the same doctrine, lest one be led
unconsciously into a relativism that will itself assume a quasi-
absolute character, to the point of doing away with all idea of
truth itself; in these days of far-fetched and one-sided subjec-
tivism, a dissolution of all objective values and criteria in a
kind of psychoanalytical penumbra is a real danger and must
be guarded against. A judgment is inadequate insofar as it
claims to judge the whole absolutely from a particular stand-
point likewise treated as absolute; this is the error of ‘dogma-
tism,” that is, of an abusive stretching of relative formulations
that are true as far as they go. A judgment is valid, however,
insofar as, starting out from criteria duly recognized to be rel-
ative, it judges a phenomenon whose relative limits are like-
wise recognized. Given that one is vigilantly heedful of these
conditions, a judgment can be perfectly exact, to the point of
being called ‘relatively absolute’ within its proper context.

A Buddha is called an awakened one just because his
knowledge owes nothing to the world or to the empirical ego
that jointly provided the focus of his previous dreaming.
When a man wakes from sleep, we do not say he is someone
else, despite an apparent change in the nature of his con-
sciousness; this analogy gives an inkling of the passage from
the state of an ignorant being to Buddhahood. Knowledge is
only possible inasmuch as the ‘eye of bodhi’ (the pure intel-
lect), in the subject, perceives, in the object, the ‘bodhic mes-
sage’ (i.e. its symbolism). When these two coincide, there is
instant awareness—eternal awareness, as one might say, inas-
much as what pertains to bodhi belongs per se to the intem-
poral and the changeless. The awakening to knowled