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  EDITOR’S PREFACE


  Treasures of Buddhism could only have come from the sovereign metaphysician of our era, “one of the greatest exponents ever of the perennial wisdom; . . . one who is equally at home—and in a masterly fashion—in all of its many and varied and historic forms”.1 This compilation of Frithjof Schuon’s essays on Buddhist themes provides a conspectus that fully respects but transcends the exoteric religious understandings of the various schools and branches of this great tradition. It presents a peerless exposition of many particular doctrines, symbols, and rites as well as illuminating the nature of Shinto and its relation to Buddhism. Furthermore, and most importantly, it brings Buddhism to the reader as a living spiritual force.


  Along the way the author banishes many misunderstandings that are widespread in the West amongst both the advocates and opponents of what is understood to be “Buddhism”. Consider the salutary remarks opening the chapter “Originality of Buddhism”:


  Whoever sets out to define a spiritual phenomenon situated in the still quasi-heavenly era of the great Revelations has to beware of assessing it according to the impoverishing “categories” of a later age or, still worse, those belonging to the completely profane “free-thinking” world. Buddhism, which is so often reduced to the level of a base philosophical empiricism, has in fact nothing to do with an ideology that is purely human and thus devoid of any enlightening or salvific quality; to deny the celestial character of Shakyamuni and his Message is tantamount to saying that there can be effects without a cause, and this remark applies moreover for all Avatāras and all sacred institutions (p. 15).


  The status of this tradition, so to speak, is a subject that has caused untold confusion—amongst the adherents of other religions, amongst those who champion atheism and agnosticism, amongst many Western converts, and even, in these later times, amongst practitioners within the Buddhist homelands whose thinking has been adulterated by modern influences. No doubt these misapprehensions arise from many sources, but four are readily apparent: firstly, from a Hindu vantage-point Buddhism presents itself as a heterodoxy; secondly, Buddhism is problematic in the perspective of any exoteric theism; thirdly, the spiritual methodology of Buddhism rests on the metaphysic of the Void, misunderstood as a kind of nihilism of which the doctrine of “no soul” (anatta) is seen as another scandalous instance; lastly, many Westerners attracted to Buddhism, often unaware of its close affinities with the Christian tradition which they have repudiated, laud it as “rational”, “empirical”, “scientific”, “humanistic”, and the like, and disavow its religious “trappings”. They sometimes claim that Buddhism is a “way of life” or a “philosophy” rather than a “religion”. What does Frithjof Schuon say about these matters?


  On the question of Buddhism’s relation to the Hindu tradition out of which it emerged:


  The first question to be asked concerning a doctrine or tradition is that of its intrinsic orthodoxy; that is to say one must know whether this tradition is in conformity, not necessarily with another given traditionally orthodox perspective, but simply with Truth. As far as Buddhism is concerned, we will not ask therefore whether it agrees with the letter of the Veda or if its “non-theism”—and not “atheism”—can be reconciled in its expression with Semitic theism or any other, but simply whether Buddhism is true in itself; which means, if the answer is in the affirmative, that it will agree with the Vedic spirit and that its “non-theism” will express the Truth—or a sufficient and efficacious aspect of this Truth—whereof theism provides another possible expression, opportune for the world it rules (p. 16).


  No doubt, from a certain viewpoint, Buddhism might be understood as a reaction against various excesses, corruptions, and degenerations within the Brahmanical tradition, just as Christianity can be seen as a reaction against Judaic legalism and pharisaism. But to think of the Buddha as a “reformer” is to misunderstand him and his message. The Buddha is “renunciation, peace, mercy, and mystery”, the last being “the essence of truth, which cannot be adequately articulated through language” (p. 10). As to Shankara’s refutation of Buddhism, this, precisely, “does not show why Buddhism is false but why Hinduism cannot admit it without nullifying itself” (p. 181).


  On the vexed question of Buddhism’s non-theism and its “negative” metaphysic, Schuon writes that


  If one accepts that “the kingdom of Heaven is within you”, then one cannot logically reproach Buddhism for conceiving the Divine Principle in this respect alone. The “Void” or “Extinction” is God—the supra-ontological Real and Being seen “inwardly”—within ourselves; not in our thought or in our ego, of course, but starting from that “geometrical point” within us whereby we are mysteriously linked to the Infinite.


  Buddhist “atheism” consists in a refusal to objectivize or exteriorize the “God within” in a dogmatic form (p. 19).



  Buddhism’s non-theism, its emphasis on “the mystery of immanence” (p. 188), is one expression amongst many of the Truth, one that is not only possible but necessary:


  Buddhism, inasmuch as it is a characteristic perspective and independently of its modes, is necessary: it could not but come to be, given that a non-anthropomorphic, impersonal, and “static” consideration of the Infinite is in itself a possibility; such a perspective had therefore to be manifested at a particular cyclical moment and in a human setting that rendered it opportune, for the existence of a given receptacle calls for that of a given content (pp. 16-17).


  Moreover, Buddhism is “a ‘Hinduism universalized’, just as Christianity and Islam—each in its own way—are a Judaism rendered universal, hence separated from its particular ethnic milieu and made accessible to men hailing from all origins” (p. 17). Whilst it is true that Buddhism rests on a metaphysic which is not essentially different to that of the Vedānta, it would be a grave mistake to infer that thereby it “does not represent just as spontaneous and autonomous a reality as do the other great Revelations” (p. 17). Dialectically and methodically, it is founded on the experience of human suffering; it is a spiritual way directed to the cessation of such suffering:


  the doctrines of the Buddhas are only “celestial mirages” intended to catch, as in a golden net, the greatest possible number of creatures plunged in ignorance, suffering, and transmigration, and that it is therefore the benefit of creatures and not the suchness of the Universe that determines the necessarily contingent form of the Message; . . . Buddhism, within the framework of its own wisdom, goes beyond the formal “mythology” or the “letter” and ultimately transcends all possible human formulations, thus realizing an unsurpassable contemplative disinterestedness as do the Vedānta, Taoism, and analogous doctrines (p. 87).


  It follows that the claims sometimes made by Orientalists and Western converts that Buddhism is simply a “philosophy” or “natural religion” have more to say about modern prejudices than about Buddhism properly understood.


  Buddhism comprises an immense spiritual universe in which we find an encyclopedic range of religious forms and practices, evident in the very different inflections given to the Buddha’s saving message in the Theravāda, Vajrayāna, Zen, and Pure Land branches of the tradition. On these great branches and their various schools and sects, Schuon has written with characteristic percipience. The author moves freely through “the vast and varied extension” (p. 25) of the Buddhist world, sometimes taking a lofty overview, at others focusing sharply on a particular subject—but always attuned to both the universal and the distinctive features of this tradition. We need hardly add that the author is immune to those modernist prejudices that have marred so much of the Western literature on Buddhism. Schuon’s writings are all the more illuminating, and sometimes startling, given that Buddhism has received comparatively little attention within the perennialist school inaugurated by the works of René Guénon, but given its fullest and most authoritative expression by the author of the present volume. No less a figure than Guénon himself for many years harbored the notion that Buddhism was no more than a Hindu heterodoxy until he was set right by Ananda Coomaraswamy and Marco Pallis, who, after Schuon, are the two foremost perennialist authorities on this tradition.


  It only remains to make a few passing remarks about Shinto, the mythological and shamanistic Japanese tradition which can readily be included in a book such as this because “Japanese civilization can be said to stem, both structurally and in its particular genius, from the synthesis between Shinto and Buddhism” (p. 137). Firstly, it is as well to disown the common supposition that Shinto ancestorism replaced the Divinity with the ancestors, which overlooks the fact that “the Divinity itself is conceived in the Far East as a kind of Ancestor, and one’s human ancestors are like a prolongation of the Divinity, or like a bridge between ourselves and it” (p. 141). It is for this reason that “the ancestor is at once the origin and the spiritual or moral norm” (p. 142):


  he is, for his descendants, the essential personality, that is to say the substance of which they are like the accidents; and piety consists precisely in viewing him thus and in seeing in him but the bridge connecting them—his descendants—with the Divine. . . . Ancestors are the human imprints of angelic substances and, for that reason, also of divine Qualities; to be true to them is to be true to God (pp. 142-143).


  The cult of the Emperor is a particular expression of the same principle.


  The spiritual affinities between Shinto and other forms of “Hyperborean Shamanism” are manifest in “many mythological, cultural, and even vestimentary similarities”, in the cult of Nature, and, amongst their practitioners, in “their thirst for freedom, their contempt for luxury, their taciturnity, and other similar characteristics” (pp. 143-144); the comparisons with the American Indians are too obvious to need laboring. These affinities also go to explain why Shinto was so easily able to assimilate Far Eastern forms of Buddhism (especially the ideal of the Bodhisattva), also remembering that “To pass from one Asiatic tradition—Hinduism, Buddhism, or Taoism—to another is in effect no great matter, seeing that the metaphysical content is everywhere quite apparent”.2
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  It was Marco Pallis who first suggested that Schuon’s writings on the Buddhist and Shinto traditions might form a companion volume to Understanding Islam, hitherto the only book by Schuon focusing on a single tradition. Pallis was a widely-respected author on the Vajrayāna, which he had experienced at first hand during his many sojourns in Tibet at a time when the traditional Buddhist culture was still more or less intact. Schuon’s In the Tracks of Buddhism appeared in 1968, published by George Allen & Unwin and translated by Pallis. Twenty-five years later a revised and also retranslated version of this compilation was published by World Wisdom as Treasures of Buddhism. It included nearly all the material from the first edition, and added several new articles, most of them written since 1968. The present edition follows the format of the first World Wisdom edition and is newly translated from the original French sources by Mark Perry and Jean-Pierre Lafouge.


  Treasures of Buddhism is the latest in the World Wisdom series of freshly translated works by Frithjof Schuon. It includes detailed editorial annotations and a full glossary of foreign words and phrases, of which there are necessarily many in a work dealing with the great Oriental traditions. Like other works in the series, it also includes pertinent excerpts from Schuon’s correspondence and other previously unpublished writings; these more informal reflections often provide a different angle of approach to some of the questions explored throughout.


  Harry Oldmeadow




Footnotes

  1 William Stoddart, Foreword to Harry Oldmeadow, Frithjof Schuon and the Perennial Philosophy (Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2010), p. vii.

  2 Frithjof Schuon, Gnosis: Divine Wisdom: A New Translation with Selected Letters (Bloomington, IN: World Wisdom, 2006), p. 6.
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  TREASURES OF BUDDHISM


  Treasures of Buddhism


  When we contemplate a landscape, we perceive its main features without being distracted by details which, if they were too near, would enclose us in their own particularities; similarly, when we view one of the great spiritual traditions by placing ourselves at a vantage point enabling a panoramic view of its distinctive aspects, then none of its essential features will escape us and, at the same time, none will eclipse the others.


  Thus, when contemplating the spiritual system1 that is Buddhism, we can discern at its base a message of renunciation and at its summit a message of mystery; and in another, so to speak “horizontal”, dimension we see a message of peace and one of mercy.


  The message of renunciation is like a framework for the other messages; it appears as the very body of Buddhism, while the element of mystery is its heart; this message of mystery has found its most direct expression in the Tibetan, Chinese, and Japanese forms that derived from the original Dhyāna teaching. As for the message of peace, it pervades the entire Buddhist tradition; its central and culminating crystallization is the sacred image of the Buddha, which is found in the Buddhism of the South as well as in that of the North and, within the setting of the latter, in Tibetan as well as in Sino-Japanese Buddhism. The message of mercy, for its part, finds its general expression in the doctrine of the Bodhisattvas, and a particular and quintessential expression in the doctrine of the Buddha Amitabha;2 this is the message of “the faith that saves”, providing a complement of fervor or intensity that harmoniously rejoins the serene detachment Buddhism displays from the outset; the opposition between detachment and fervor exists in appearance only, for all spiritual realities are united in their common root.


  Because modern men live almost entirely for the things of the senses and, as a result, remain ignorant of the human condition considered in its totality and in its ultimate purpose, it is difficult for them to comprehend the meaning of an attitude seemingly as negative and senseless as that of renunciation; they will regard it merely as a superstition that goes against nature. In reality, renunciation is not obviously self-explanatory; far from being an end in itself, it is only the provisional support for the development of an awareness that goes infinitely beyond our ego. Renunciation would be without purpose were it not a case of grasping with our whole being—and not with the mind alone—what we really are, and above all what total Reality is—that “something” by virtue of which we exist, and from which we cannot escape. Renunciation aims at preventing man from becoming imprisoned in an ephemeral illusion, from identifying himself with it, and finally perishing with it; it aims at helping man to free himself from the tyranny of dreams that lead nowhere. A sage never loses sight of the universal context of life; he does not yield to fragments of consciousness such as agreeable or disagreeable, joyful or sad events, for he is perpetually conscious of the whole, so much so that in the end the question of “renunciation” no longer exists for him; he does not commit himself to fragmentary experience, does not allow himself to get locked into it, does not become it, nor is he burned by it. It might be objected here that man cannot avoid psychic or sensual experience given that he is a living being; the answer is that in spiritual “alchemy” there always is, and necessarily so, sufficient room for the “consolations of the senses”, and this in two ways or for two reasons: firstly, all life and therefore all effort is subject to rhythm; everything proceeds in waves, by repetition, alternation, and compensation, in the soul as in the world; no path can afford to be purely negative, for an overstrung bow will snap. Secondly, when a certain degree of awareness of total Reality or of the “Void”3 has been reached, things themselves will allow that Reality to shine through them, in spite of themselves. The “consolations of the senses” can conceal Truth and lure us away from it, but they can equally well reveal it and draw us nearer to it, and cannot help but do so depending on the spiritual quality of our “perception”. This is true, not only of the beauties of nature or of sacred or even simply traditional art, which speak for themselves,4 but of bodily satisfactions too, at least inasmuch as they do not upset the bounds ruling the equilibrium between Heaven and the Law.


  The notion of peace—of inward and transcendent peace—is no more accessible to the mentality predominating in our epoch than the notion of renunciation. The message of peace refers metaphysically to Pure Being, of which we are as the foam; Pure Being is the Substance, we are the accidents.5 The canonical figure of the Buddha shows us “That which is”, and that which we “should be”, or even that which we “are” in our eternal reality: for the visible Buddha is what his invisible essence is; he is in conformity with the nature of things. He is active, since his hands speak, but this activity is essentially “being”; he has an outwardness, since he has a body, but it is “inward”; he is a manifestation since he exists, but he is “manifestation of the Void” (shūnyamūrti). He is the personification of the Impersonal and yet, at the same time, he is the transcendent or divine Personality of men;6 should the veil be torn, the soul returns to its eternal Buddha-nature, just as light refracted by a crystal returns to undifferentiated unity when no object is there anymore to break up its ray. In each grain of dust there is pure Existence and it is in this sense that it can be said that a buddha, or the Buddha, is to be found in it.


  What lies at the heart of things is peace and beauty. Things as such are situated “outside themselves”; if they could be completely “within themselves” they would be identified with the Buddha, in the sense that they would be immutable and blessed Substance; immutable because escaping all opposition, all causal constraint, all becoming; and blessed because enjoying the essence of every conceivable beauty and every happiness. The natural symbol of the Buddha is the lotus, this contemplative flower open to the sky and resting on water unruffled by any breath of wind.


  To speak of peace is to speak of beauty. Beauty is like the sun: it acts without obliqueness, without dialectical intermediaries, for its ways are free, direct, incommensurable; like love, to which it is closely related, it can heal, release, soothe, unite, and deliver through its mere radiance. The image of the Buddha is like a drop of the nectar of immortality fallen into the world of forms, or like the sound of a celestial music that could charm a rose tree into flowering amid the snow; such was Shakyamuni—for it is said the Buddhas bring salvation not only through their teaching but also through their superhuman beauty—and such is his sacramental image.7 The image of the Messenger is also that of the Message; there is no difference between the Buddha, Buddhism, and universal Buddha-nature. Consequently, the image indicates the path, or more exactly its conclusion, or the human setting for this conclusion, in the sense that it displays for us the “holy sleep”, which inwardly is wakefulness and clarity; by its profound and wondrous “presence” it suggests, to quote the words of Shankara, “the stilling of mental agitation and the supreme appeasement”.


  Such was Shakyamuni, we were saying. There are two opinions that are inadmissible: to claim that the life of the Buddha is merely a “solar myth”,8 and to claim that knowledge of the historical Buddha is without importance; in both cases, this is tantamount to admitting that there can be effects without a cause. Historically, the life of Shakyamuni is situated in a past that is too close to us, and is far too important to be dismissed as a mere legend; the analogies it shares with more ancient symbolisms serve only to confirm its sacred character. The fact that the Hindus themselves regard the Buddha as an Avatāra of Vishnu is further evidence of his transcendent nature, without which there could be no question either of the efficacy of his Law or the saving power of his Name. Traditions emerge from the Infinite like flowers; they can no more be put together by man than can the sacred art that is their witness and their proof.


  To speak of peace is to speak of beauty; the image of the Tathāgata—together with the metaphysical and cosmic aspects deriving from it—shows that beauty, in its root or essence, is composed of serenity and mercy; formal harmony appeals to us because it bespeaks both profound goodness and inexhaustible wealth, both appeasement and plenitude.


  Like a magnet, the beauty of the Buddha gathers all the contradictions of the world and transmutes them into radiant silence; the image deriving therefrom is like a drop of the nectar of immortality fallen into the chilly world of forms and crystallized under the aspect of a human form, a form accessible to men.
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  Our first encounter—intense and unforgettable—with Buddhism and the Far East took place in our childhood before a great Japanese Buddha of gilded wood,9 flanked by two images of Kwannon.10 Suddenly faced with this vision of majesty and mystery, we might well have paradoxically paraphrased Caesar by exclaiming: “Veni, vidi, victus sum.” We mention this reminiscence because it serves to highlight this emotionally overwhelming embodiment of an infinite victory of the Spirit—or this extraordinary condensation of the Message in the image of the Messenger—represented by the sacramental statue of the Buddha, and represented likewise, by reverberation, in the images of Bodhisattvas and other spiritual personifications, such as those Kwannons who seem to have emerged from a celestial showering of golden light, silence, and mercy.


  The gesture of the Buddha and the Bodhisattvas expresses contemplation and teaching, whatever forms it may take;11 it conveys both light and radiance; esoteric tradition insists on this character, at first luminous and then salvific, of the nirvanic Substance, and transcribes this idea through many different symbolisms.12 The sun is light and heat, and similarly the inner nature of things is truth and mercy; these two qualities are to be found in all that exists, since all that exists is found in them and lives through them: in a sense, they constitute the Buddha himself, his wisdom, his peace, his compassion, his saving beauty. He is the gateway to the blessed Essence of things, and he is this Essence itself.
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  Mercy, ultimately, is nirvanic beatitude, which through refraction, has fallen into the “existent nothingness” that is the world. The salvific descent of mercy into the soul depends on our faith, and in turn our faith depends on our distress, or rather on the degree of our awareness of our distress. Our faith, or our trust, thus has two sources: the one situated “below” is our incapacity to save ourselves from our wretchedness, and the other source, situated “above”, is the will to save of Amida Buddha—or of the Buddha in his Amida aspect. We must know, on the one hand, that we cannot save ourselves, and, on the other, we must have the certitude that divine Mercy not only “can” but “wants” to save us according to the degree of our faith. Faith springs from the abyss of our misery and derives its sustenance from the infinitude of Mercy.


  Buddhism in its most general, as well as in its most intellectual and esoteric, aspect is based on “power of self”;13 however, since “power of the other”14 is a possibility in its own order, Buddhism—as a universal message—cannot overlook it; hence the path of “power of the other” will be like a “compartment” in the spiritual structure of the Dharma. It is pointless and even impossible to have recourse here to the hypothesis of borrowings from other traditions, for Truth is one and man is everywhere man; the fundamental spiritual possibilities belonging to man cannot but manifest in some fashion or other within a framework as vast as that of a great Revelation.15 If there are in Buddhism some seemingly “Christian” elements, then there are likewise some seemingly “Buddhist” elements in Christianity,16 and there is also some “Christianity” in Hinduism, and so forth; it is inconceivable that things could be otherwise. All the essential aspects of Truth and of the Path will necessarily be found in a Buddhist climate, each with their particularities of emphasis as dictated by that tradition; not one of these aspects can be dispensed with on pain of jeopardizing the universality of the Message. The sacred scriptures inform us that the Buddha makes use of every means to save creatures and that he speaks to each being in a language it can understand, if only it will listen.17

  

  The Buddha, we said, is renunciation, peace, mercy, and mystery. Mystery is the essence of truth, which cannot be adequately articulated through language—the vehicle of discursive thought—but which may suddenly appear as an illuminating flash through a symbol, such as a key word, a mystic sound, or an image whose suggestive hint may be scarcely graspable. This explains the elliptical and paradoxical character of the kōans in Zen—verbal symbols designed to provoke an ontological breach in the hardened shell of our ignorance—and which also explains the mysterious and transparent atmosphere of Taoist and Zen landscapes; the spirit of Zen and that of Taoism meet in this unrivaled art, as also, be it said in passing, the ethnic genius of China and Japan. On this plane of visual contemplation—or contemplative vision18—the genius of the Chinese and Japanese is one and the same;19 there are no other peoples who have been more successful in visualizing the mystery of things.


  While the element of “mercy” has flowered in Jōdo and Shinshū20 and its Chinese prototype—and doubtless also in the Nichiren school, in a certain way21—the element of “mystery” for its part is perpetuated in Zen, as we have seen, but it is equally present in Kegon, Tendai, and Shingon as well as in their mainland prototypes or equivalents, not to mention that storehouse of esoteric science found in Tibetan Mahāyāna. Kegon lays stress on the ontological and spiritual homogeneity of the world and on the omnipresence of the Buddha-Light, which can be taken as corresponding with the buddhi of Hindu doctrine, at least when considered as immanence; Tendai proclaims that “all things can become Buddha”, which is one way of affirming—to use Vedantic language—that “all things are Ātmā” (or Nirvāna) or in other words: the world, since it is not nothing, is all—namely, it is the Buddha, or “Buddha-nature”. As for Shingon, it is a metaphysical synthesis as well as a mantra-yoga and is thus related in type to Lamaism.


  The foregoing considerations must not leave the impression that Theravāda Buddhism is being underestimated here; this form of the tradition is all it should be and we must be thankful that it exists both in its own place and among the totality of the supernatural institutions.22
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  The Buddha, in his kind of perfection and canonical image, represents or suggests for many an “asocial” ideal, an eremitic ideal as a matter of fact; and the hermit, again in the eyes of many, is seen as evading his “responsibilities” in order to dedicate himself to an “egotistical” ideal, and so forth. Now, to begin with, it is absurd to try to define man on the basis of his social value, for a human being is neither a bee nor an ant; if fate casts him on a desert island, he will not thereby cease being a man. Furthermore, social “responsibilities”23—provided they are not imaginary—are obviously a relative matter, whereas man’s ultimate ends coincide with the Absolute; it is precisely those ultimate ends that the hermit, the contemplative, and the Buddha incarnate. Every human attitude is “egotistical”, metaphysically speaking, except the transcending of the ego;24 the egotism of the species, so marked in the animal world, is no more transcendent than that of the individual, though it takes precedence over the individual biologically and morally. Moreover, it must not be forgotten that the ego, as a natural factor, has a positive side like any other phenomenon of nature, for the injunction to “love thy neighbor as thyself” implies that it is permissible and even necessary—and in any case inevitable—to love oneself; it would be the height of hypocrisy for the protagonists of the “social imperative” to deny the existence of this self-love. This entire complex of positions, so easily reducible to the absurd, is overcome only in Nirvāna, where there is no “my-self” left to love, nor indeed an “other”; it was in this sense that Sri Ramana Maharshi was able to say: “Is the dreamer, when he awakens, supposed to wake all those of whom he was dreaming?”


  When the reproach of “egotism” emanates from those who believe neither in the transcendent Absolute25 nor in the hereafter, the controversy becomes like a dialogue between the deaf and the mute; but when that same reproach is formulated by professing “believers” it is perhaps worth reminding them that the “good” the individual can do for society is situated—just as society itself and the individual as such—on a cosmic plane that engenders “evil” and cannot but engender it. Suffering, in its nature, is no more opposed to salvation than pleasure or wealth is opposed to perdition, if one may allow oneself a truism which, unfortunately, religious “believers” themselves contrive to overlook by every means possible. Suffering is not merely some kind of unfortunate fate that can be eliminated by dint of “progress” and done so, furthermore, after thousands of years of mysterious impotence. One can transcend the Samsāra, but one cannot abolish it. It is more worthy to save souls than to save bodies, though the latter activity is far from insignificant and indeed can be integrated into the former, but only on the express condition that the superior claims of the former task always be clearly maintained. Now, to save others one must first be able to “save oneself”, if we may so put it;26 there is no other way of conveying the “absolute good” before which, moreover, the distinction between a “self” and a “not-self” becomes virtually meaningless. Finally, one cannot save a soul as one would pull someone out of the water;27 one can only rescue those who are willing to be rescued,28 and that is why it is ridiculous to reproach the religions for not having succeeded in saving the world.


  What the hermit embodies most visibly is contemplative solitude, hence the frequent reproach that he represents a maximum of “uselessness”;29 in reality, nothing is more useful than to demonstrate in concrete form the worth of the Absolute and the painful vanity of transient things. The hermit exercises the greatest possible charity since—apart from the question of his own Deliverance—he points the way towards that which has the highest value and, in the final analysis, the only value. It may be objected: what would then become of society if everyone decided to be a hermit? The answer is: firstly, that the question of what would become of society is of secondary importance, since society does not carry within itself its own justifying cause and does not represent in itself an unconditional value; and secondly, if everyone were to follow the hermit’s example, or were disposed to do so, the world would in any case be saved, for subsidiary concerns would then be ordered according to what is essential; thirdly, to consider the question more concretely, we should remember that there have always been saints engaged in the affairs of the world, men such as Shotoku Taishi,30 Hojo Tokimune,31 Shonin Shinran, and Nichiren;32 none of these ever dreamt of blaming hermits—to say the least—and indeed could never have done so, in view of the example offered by so many solitary contemplatives. The hermit’s message does not concern rocks and trees, it concerns detachment from the impermanent and attachment to the Eternal; the hermit exemplifies, not a contingency, but a principle; he demonstrates the superiority of contemplation over action—even if the latter surrounds the former33—and of “being” over “doing”, of truth over works. Man belongs above all to the Absolute—whether we speak of the Void (Shūnya), Extinction (Nirvāna), or “God”—and before the Absolute he is always alone. But, from another point of view, it can be said that in the presence of the Infinite there is no solitude.


  Nirvāna is Truth in its “pure state”; in it, all relative and partial truths are absorbed. Errors cannot but exist so long as their possibility, albeit altogether relative, has not been exhausted;34 but from the perspective of the Absolute, they have never been and never will be. On their own level they are what they are, but the silence of the eternal Ādi-Buddha will have the last word.


  


Footnotes

1 We mean this word, not in the sense of a purely logical elaboration or coordination of items, which therefore would be a completely outward and profane assessment, but in the sense of a homogeneous ensemble of spiritual precepts, ordered according to a metaphysical perspective. While a traditional doctrine is never narrowly systematic, it nonetheless constitutes a system, like every living organism does or like the universe.

2 Amida in Japanese.

3 According to Asanga, the Nagarjunian “Void” is pure “consciousness” (vijnāna); to say consciousness is “pure” means that it is situated beyond the polarity “subject-object”, that it is “thusness” (tathatā).

  4 Traditional profane art never loses all contact with the sacred; in the prints of a Hokusai or an Utamaro, there is still a contemplative and rigorous element reminiscent of Zen and Taoism; the same holds true—a fortiori, perhaps—for tools, clothing, houses, where the sacred and profane are often intimately linked. The primitive tool is always a revelation and a symbol and therefore also a “spiritual instrument”.


  5 Albeit with the difference that in the macrocosmic order the accidents do not in any way affect the Substance.


  6 In their esoteric meaning, the words “God”, “divine”, “Divinity” signify none other than the terms Shūnya and Nirvāna, even though they can also refer to the Buddhas and the Bodhisattvas. That the Buddhist Absolute is not “nothingness” pure and simple is self-evident: “For some, Nirvāna is a state in which there could be no memory of the past and present, it would thus be comparable to a lamp whose oil is being consumed or to a kernel of grain that one burns or a fire that is dying, for in these cases there is a cessation of all substrata. . . . But this is not Nirvāna, for Nirvāna is not simply destruction and emptiness” (Lankāvatāra Sūtra, XIII).

  7 If there are no known statues of the Buddha older than those of Gandhara, it is because the first effigies of Shakyamuni were made of wood, and for this reason could not be preserved like stone statues, which came later and were Hellenistic in style. Indeed, according to tradition, King Prasenajit of Shravasti—or King Udayana of Kaushambi—had a statue of the Buddha made of sandalwood during the very lifetime of the Master.


  8 While a solar myth is certainly no small thing, its function is other than that of a founder of religion. A myth is a doctrinal content and not a concrete spiritual force, a “saving emanation”.

  9 In an ethnographical museum. Such masterpieces—to say the least—certainly do not belong in a museum of this kind; but what should one say about the thousands of specimens of Buddhist art scattered—and profaned—among antique collectors and galleries? Nothing could be more arbitrary than art criticism with its absurd and, in many cases, iconoclastic classifications.


    10 Kwan-Yin, in Chinese; Avalokiteshvara, in Sanskrit.

  11 For these mudrās are infinitely diverse, such as in the rites, dances, and sculptures of India.


  12 But keeping in mind the following difference, namely that the distinction between “light” and “radiation” corresponds to that between the Pratyeka-Buddha and the Samyaksam-Buddha, the first being enlightened “for himself” and the second having the function of enlightening others through preaching the Dharma, which makes one think of the respective roles of the Jīvan-Mukta and the Avatāra or—in Islamic terms—of the Walī and the Rasūl. Moreover, the Samyaksam-Buddha should not be confused with the Bodhisattva who, himself, has not attained Nirvāna and whose cosmic movement, in keeping with his particular vocation, is “spiroidal” and not “vertical”. The Bodhisattva is, in his human aspect, a karma-yogī completely dedicated to charity towards all creatures, and in his celestial aspect, an “angel” or more precisely an “angelic state”, whence his function of rescuer and “guardian angel”.

  13 In Japanese, jiriki. This point of view is—mutatis mutandis—common in Theravāda Buddhism and in Zen.


  14 Tariki.


  15 We mean this term “Revelation” in an entirely general and not specifically “theistic” sense; Bodhi, although not being the gift of a “divinity” conceived “objectively”, is nonetheless a supernatural “unveiling”—intellectual, not rationalist in style—of absolute Reality, which itself appears as a “void” in relation to the world of forms and substances.


  16 Notably in gnosis and in contemplative quietism. According to a solidly established prejudice typical of a certain kind of scholarship, there are no coincidences: every text resembling another must have been influenced by the other, no matter how implausible; this is an entirely mechanical logic, going completely against the nature of things.


  17 We have stressed that sacred images constitute such a language; it should be added that their absence, notably in Zen, is another. In total truth there is always an aspect that allows the burning up of all forms; only the Absolute—the “Void”—is beyond all infringement. In this regard, Zen possesses some highly paradoxical formulas, which present-day iconoclasts—who never understand the symbols they disdain—have made the great mistake of taking literally, because these truths are not for them.


  18 A vision moreover to which the beauty and richness of Chinese ideography bears witness. Outside the Far East, there are scarcely any but the Muslim peoples who possess equivalent calligraphies, thanks not only to the richness and plasticity of the Arabic characters, but also to the focus—due to religious reasons—of the pictorial instinct on writing alone.


  19 Their differences are affirmed on other planes. Compared to the sumptuousness and gaiety of colors used by the Chinese, Japanese art—in the broadest sense—is conspicuous in general for a kind of sobriety and ingenious simplificatFion, and also for a greater accentuation on the role of nature. But these differences are for the most part rather relative.


  20 The mission of Shinran, founder of the Shinshū, was not only to continue and reinforce the work of his master Honen, founder of Jōdo, but also to bring about a junction of incantatory Amidism with pure metaphysics, hence with the element “mystery” or “absolute Buddhism”. For Shinran, the “power of the other” (tariki) is in the final analysis the transcending of the opposition of the two “powers” (tariki and jiriki).


  21 This school, like the two preceding ones, essentially takes account of the spiritual weakness of mankind in our era of final decadence.


  22 Not a few contemporary Buddhists would tell us that the excellence of Buddhism is to be “natural” or “human”, but this betrays a misunderstanding of terminology. Buddhist “naturalism” is “supernatural”, just as the Tathāgata’s “humanity” is “superhuman”.


  23 One will note the hypocritical nuance of this word. In reality, the “useful” man is not annoyed about having to remain “in the world”. If eremitism is an “escape”, social moralism is so as well; everything depends on knowing what one is escaping from.


  24 To transcend the ego is to transcend the human, although one could say, from another point of view, that this transcending is “human” in the sense that it constitutes the specific excellence of man, or his supreme goal.


  25 This qualifier is necessary because mathematicians and physicists also speak of an “absolute”, which in regard to total Reality is but a still blind and contingent element.


  26 We cannot take account of all the nuances and reservations that ought to be considered here.


  27 Only the Buddhas can do so, in a certain fashion, and exceptionally.


  28 The word “rescue” necessarily possesses only a relative meaning here, yet sufficient to justify our thesis.


  29 Or a “lack of productivity”, to use a still more basely barbaric term.


  30 The holy Prince Regent who introduced and consolidated Buddhism in Japan.


  31 The governor who resisted the Mongol invasion, one of the greatest figures of Japanese history and of Zen.


  32 Or in the West: Charlemagne, Saint Louis, Joan of Arc, Saint Vincent de Paul, to cite but a few names. As for Nichiren, his violent hostility in regard to other Buddhist schools neither prevents his interpretation of the Saddharmapundarīka Sūtra (“Lotus of the Good Law”)—in virtue of the decadence of the “last days”—from being perfectly valid, nor his school from being intrinsically orthodox.


  33 As is the case in the Bhagavad Gītā.


  34 “When the inferior man hears about the Tao, he laughs at it; it would not be the Tao if he did not laugh at it. . . . The clarity of the Tao is taken for darkness” (Tao Te Ching, XLI).




  Originality of Buddhism


  Whoever sets out to define a spiritual phenomenon situated in the still quasi-heavenly era of the great Revelations has to beware of assessing it according to the impoverishing “categories” of a later age or, still worse, those belonging to the completely profane “free-thinking” world. Buddhism, which is so often reduced to the level of a base philosophical empiricism, has in fact nothing to do with an ideology that is purely human and thus devoid of any enlightening or salvific quality; to deny the celestial character of Shakyamuni and his Message is tantamount to saying that there can be effects without a cause, and this remark applies moreover for all Avatāras and all sacred institutions. The Buddha, despite certain appearances, was not a “reformer” in the current sense of the word—which implies heterodoxy—and could not be such. A reformer has but one concern, that of bringing back the religion to which he adheres, or thinks he adheres, to its “original purity”; and he does this by rejecting essential elements rather like a man who, wishing to bring a tree back to its root, would saw off all its branches and even its trunk. The reformer—whose idea of “purity” is entirely external and in no way transcendent—fails to perceive that the branches normally and legitimately contain the root and even the seed; that the sap is the same throughout the tree down to its smallest shoot; that every organism has its laws of growth, determined not only by its own particular nature but also by the setting in which it is meant to expand; that time is irreversible and that the qualitative differences of temporal cycles necessitate for any given tradition readaptations in a more explicit and more differentiated sense, just as happens with the tree, analogically speaking, the branches of which are more complex than the trunk. The Buddha, being a direct manifestation of the Spirit, had both the power and the right to place himself outside the tradition in which he was born; he was not concerned with the purity of Hinduism nor did he think of reforming it; the pre-existing frameworks—which moreover were humanly decadent in his time—represented for him no more than the symbols of formalism as such, of a pharisaism “the letter of which kills”.1

  The first question to be asked concerning a doctrine or tradition is that of its intrinsic orthodoxy; that is to say one must know whether this tradition is in conformity, not necessarily with another given traditionally orthodox perspective, but simply with Truth. As far as Buddhism is concerned, we will not ask therefore whether it agrees with the letter of the Veda or if its “non-theism”—and not “atheism”—can be reconciled in its expression with Semitic theism or any other, but simply whether Buddhism is true in itself; which means, if the answer is in the affirmative, that it will agree with the Vedic spirit and that its “non-theism” will express the Truth—or a sufficient and efficacious aspect of this Truth—whereof theism provides another possible expression, opportune for the world it rules. Moreover, one particular spiritual perspective or another is usually discoverable somewhere within the framework of a tradition that excludes it; thus “theism” reappears in a certain sense within the framework of Buddhism, notably in the form of Amidism, despite the “non-theism” characterizing this religion; and, in its turn, this “non-theism” can likewise be found in monotheistic esoterisms in the conception of the “impersonal Essence” of the Divinity; the above examples show us that there is nothing exclusive about such “frameworks” , and that the question always comes down to one of emphasis or of spiritual economy.2


  What has just been said means implicitly that Buddhism, inasmuch as it is a characteristic perspective and independently of its modes, is necessary: it could not but come to be, given that a non-anthropomorphic, impersonal, and “static” consideration of the Infinite is in itself a possibility; such a perspective had therefore to be manifested at a cyclical moment and in a human setting that rendered it opportune, for the existence of a given receptacle calls for that of a given content. It has sometimes been remarked that the Buddhist perspective is not distinguishable in any essential way from particular doctrines or paths found in Hinduism; this is true in a certain sense—and all the more likely given that Hinduism is characterized by an uncommon wealth of doctrines and methods—but it would be wrong
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  BIOGRAPHICAL NOTES


  Frithjof Schuon


  Born in Basle, Switzerland in 1907, Frithjof Schuon was the twentieth century’s pre-eminent spokesman for the perennialist school of comparative religious thought.


  The leitmotif of Schuon’s work was foreshadowed in an encounter during his youth with a marabout who had accompanied some members of his Senegalese village to Basle for the purpose of demonstrating their African culture. When Schuon talked with him, the venerable old man drew a circle with radii on the ground and explained: “God is the center; all paths lead to Him.” Until his later years Schuon traveled widely, from India and the Middle East to America, experiencing traditional cultures and establishing lifelong friendships with Hindu, Buddhist, Christian, Muslim, and American Indian spiritual leaders.


  A philosopher in the tradition of Plato, Shankara, and Eckhart, Schuon was a gifted artist and poet as well as the author of over twenty books on religion, metaphysics, sacred art, and the spiritual path. Describing his first book, The Transcendent Unity of Religions, T. S. Eliot wrote, “I have met with no more impressive work in the comparative study of Oriental and Occidental religion”, and world-renowned religion scholar Huston Smith said of Schuon, “The man is a living wonder; intellectually apropos religion, equally in depth and breadth, the paragon of our time”. Schuon’s books have been translated into over a dozen languages and are respected by academic and religious authorities alike.


  More than a scholar and writer, Schuon was a spiritual guide for seekers from a wide variety of religions and backgrounds throughout the world. He died in 1998.


  Harry Oldmeadow was, until his recent retirement, the Coordinator of Philosophy and Religious Studies at La Trobe University Bendigo, in southeast Australia. A widely respected author on the sophia perennis and the perennialist school, his publications include Traditionalism: Religion in the Light of the Perennial Philosophy (2000) and Frithjof Schuon and the Perennial Philosophy (2010). He has edited several anthologies for World Wisdom, the most recent being Crossing Religious Frontiers (2010), and has contributed to such journals as Sophia and Sacred Web. In addition to his studies of perennialism, he has written extensively on the modern encounter of Eastern and Western traditions in works such as Journeys East: 20th Century Western Encounters with Eastern Religious Traditions (2004) and A Christian Pilgrim in India: The Spiritual Journey of Swami Abhishiktananda (2008).
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