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1. Introduction


Buddhism is one of the revelations recognised by the Bahá’í Faith as being divine in origin and, therefore, part of humankind’s heritage of guidance from God. This religion, which has approximately 379 million followers
 is now making significant inroads into North America and Europe where Buddhist Centres are springing up in record numbers. Especially because of the charismatic leader of Tibetan Buddhism, the Dalai Lama, Buddhism has achieved global prominence both for its spiritual wisdom as well as for its part in the struggle for an independent Tibet. Thus, for Bahá’ís there are two reasons to seek a deeper knowledge of Buddhism. In the first place, it is one of the former divine revelations  and therefore, inherently interesting, and secondly, it is more and more one of the ‘religions of our neighbours.’ If we wish to engage in intelligent dialogue with them, we must have a solid understanding of their beliefs and how they relate to our own.      

We shall begin our study of Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings at the ontological level because that is the most fundamental level at which it is possible to study anything. Ontology, which is a branch of metaphysics,
 concerns itself with the subject of being and what it means ‘to be’, and the way in which things are. For example, it is readily apparent that a physical object such as a hockey puck, an idea like  Einstein’s relativity theory and the condition of sickness are three different kinds of things, have different manners or ways of existing and are related to the world in different ways. We do not treat them alike because as a result of experience though often unconsciously, we perform an ontological analysis that says although we can throw another physical object such as a ball or a chair at the goalie, we cannot throw Einstein’s theory or the flu at him. This is an example of practical, every-day, conventional ontology.  
At a deeper level, ontology concerns itself with questions such as ‘What is being?’ or “why is there something rather than nothing?’ or ‘What do we mean when we talk about a ‘thing’?’ or ‘Does everything change or do some things stay the same?’ or ‘What is the relationship between being and nothingness?’ 

Abstruse as questions like these might appear, they are dealt with directly or indirectly by all the world’s philosophical systems and religions. For example, if we ask, ‘What is a thing – in this case a flower?’ a materialist philosopher will answer that is a self-organised aggregation of atoms whose materials inter-act among themselves in certain ways’ whereas a Bahá’í, a Christian and a Muslim might reply that ultimately it is a creation of God. In both cases we have fundamentally different ontologies in regards to the kind of things that exist – physical beings and a God – and their ways of acting. In other words, both answers contain an implicit ontology, that is, it informs us about the nature of reality in two different idea-systems. 

The ontology explicitly or implicitly present in every idea-system is also important because it functions like a constitution: it is the philosophical frame of reference in which ideas take on meaning and against which they must not offend. It determines whether or not an idea is viable in its particular context. If an idea does offend against its ontological frame of reference, then problems of logical consistency arise and create all kinds of problems in the idea-system. For example, if we introduce the concept of an actively participating God into the reigning  physicalist and positivist ontology of science, then we could start formulating answers to scientific questions in terms of God’s will – something that is hardly repeatable, measurable, predictable and testable as required by science. The introduction of a participant God into the ontology of science would create all kinds of consistency problems because that concept contradicts the goal of explanation strictly by physically measurable means. The ontological constitution of science does not allow such a concept. 
We may, therefore conclude that each religion has an ontology which is the basis of its identity and, of course, the basis for its differences from other religions. However, from this it also follows that if we seriously intend to study how two religions are alike, then we must compare their respective ontologies. We can, of course, study religions at a more accessible level, their code of ethics and conduct, their rituals, their life-styles and so on, but if we want to get beyond this level, we must examine their ontologies. Such an analysis is especially relevant to Bahá’ís because “Bahá'u'lláh promulgated the fundamental oneness of 
religion.”
 This leads to a testable prediction: if, as Bahá'u'lláh teaches, religions are essentially one, then in their foundational, that is, ontological, principles, they must be identical or at least, alike and convergent.
 Finally, an exploration of ontological principles also lays the foundation for detailed and serious dialogue with other religions and thought systems in the world. 
2. Objections to This Project


There is no doubt that the project of finding similarities and correspondences among different religions entails some controversy since in some quarters this is looked upon with great suspicion.
 To attempt such a thing is supposedly a merely a way of denying the genuine differences among religions, of devaluing the different and ‘other’ by assimilating it to our views, and of critiquing and demeaning the other as not fully knowing his/her own religion. Thus, the quest for “The One Reality”
  as pursued by John Hick, Winston L. King and Wilfred Cantwell Smith among others is flawed beyond retrieval. We should simply accept the irreducible plurality among religions. 


The dangers pointed out by Spearitt and others are real and we must beware that not to fall prey to them and gloss over real, irreconcilable differences or mutilate them in a conceptual procrustean bed. However, just because they may be some irreconcilable differences does not mean there exist nothing but irreconcilable differences without any similarities whatever. That would be to prejudge the case before having examined the evidence. To avoid that particular logical error, the best we can do is examine the issues on a case-by-case basis and reach our conclusions as the evidence leads us. 

Another potential objection to this undertaking is that “theorizing about ontological metaphysical ultimates has absolutely no place in the Buddhist Dharma.”
 Buddhism, is, in its original and essential nature, an existential-experiential religion that rejected all ontological and metaphysical speculations just as the Buddha rejected as foolish, questions about the arrow, and the arrow-maker before treating a wounded man.
 According to Dan Lusthaus, “ The Buddhist goal is not the construction of a more perfect ontology . . . Buddhism is concerned with Seeing not Being; i.e. epistemology rather than ontology.”
 In other words, ontological understanding is replaced by experiential and existential understanding of what appear to be metaphysical and ontological terms. To read them that way is inevitably to distort them. 


The first problem with this position is that even though a thought-system may not intend to be ontological, its ideas may nonetheless have unintended ontological consequences. This very issue arises in regards to interpreting the Yogacara system – which is supposedly anti-ontological: is it a form of idealism, and if so, what kind? Or is it phenomenological? In any of the cases, we find ourselves involved in ontological issues whether we like it or not. A major religious scholar, Winston L. King, has also dealt with this issue. He asks,  “[H]as Buddhism been forced to forsake totally its classic existentialist/experiential heritage for ontology and metaphysics?”
 The best answer he can give is a qualified negative. – but then,  using the doctrine of no-self, he shows how the “ontological intent [of Buddhism] can scarcely be denied.”
 He then takes up this issue with nirvana, suchness, the nature of the Buddha and emptiness to show how the experiential-existential understanding of these terms have ontological implications. The lesson we can draw from this is short and simple: in Buddhism, ontology is inescapable. We may readily grant King’s view that Buddhism is primarily experiential-existential, - and still be able to do a comparison study between Bahá’í ontological teachings and the ontological implications of Buddhist experiences. 
3. The First Major Problem in Studying Buddhism

There are three major problems that must be considered in exploring the ontological common ground between Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith. The first of these is how to come to terms with the tremendous doctrinal diversity encompassed by the term ‘Buddhism’. Many of these various ranches and schools claim to represent the essential, or highest or most subtle or true teaching of the Buddha – yet often assert apparently contradictory doctrines that Buddhist thinkers have long struggled to bring into 

coherence.
 

The best known of these divisions is between the Theravada and the Mahayana
, which disagree among other things about the nature of the Buddha, the goal of Buddhist practice (becoming an arhat or a Bodhisattva), the canon of accepted sutras, differing emphasis on self-liberation and compassion for others, and the nature of nirvana. In regards to the sutras (the utterances of the Buddha) there is considerable difference among the various branches and schools about what is, or is not, canonical. Part of the reason is historical, for, as Paul Williams points out, “the Canon was not in a stable state during the centuries after the death of the Buddha.”
 The resultant difficulties were compounded by the appearance of more sutras revealed – by the Buddha, so it was claimed – centuries  after His historical death. According to the prevalent Mahayana theory, the appearance of these sutras had been delayed because humankind was not ready for them at a particular historical time, and thus the later, more complete sutras must be used to understand the full meaning of the earlier ones. The Theravada’s, of course, rejects this de facto demotion of the Pali Canon to ‘introductory work’ and the elevation of some Mahayana sutras such as The Lankavatara Sutra or The Lotus Sutra as the keys to unlocking the final and full meaning of the Buddha-word. 

From an ontological perspective, there is also disagreement about the all important nature of the ‘dharma’, the constituents of reality.
 In its Abhidharma philosophy,
 the Theravada maintains that dharmas are ultimately irreducible: “ these elements remain irreducible no matter how long and how far we go in our process of selection.”
 On the other hand, the Mahayana, at least in its Madhyamika form, asserts that dharmas are ultimately empty of independent, that is, real, existence. When we consider Mahayana Yogacara teachings on the dharma, matters become even more complex and controversial because of arguments about whether or not Yogacara is a form of ontological idealism.
 Furthermore, the Yogacara has its own definition of emptiness which is completely at odds with the Madhyamaka definition. Making the issue even more complicated is the fact that one of the Mahayana sutras, the Samdhinirmocana Sutra states that “the Perfection of Wisdom [Prajnaparamita Sutra] and Madhyamaka teachings of emptiness were only skilful means employed by the Buddha, they were not his final teaching . . . [and] were not to be taken completely literally.”
 The Madhyamaka have taken the concept of negation and emptiness too far; “the Buddha did not intend complete emptiness”
 of the dharmas. Abstruse as all this might seem, it is of great importance in our understanding of  Bahá’í and Buddhist ontology. 
Lest we think that all forms of Buddhism are wholly immersed in such abstract philosophical speculations, we must remember the numerically large Pure Land Sect, “the path of serene trust”
 which emphasises simple faith in the Buddha and His vow to free all sentient beings from samsara (worldly existence), in Maitreya, the next Buddha, and in rebirth into the Buddha-realm, the Pure Land, or the Realm of Bliss. Rather than formal meditation, the chief Pure Land practice is staying mindful of the Buddha by repeating his name with perfect sincerity and concentration. 
The diversity of philosophical interpretations that grew out of the various sutras creates a focus  problem for any comparative philosophical study Shall we confine our work to one branch or school or shall we take a general overview and leave more detailed studies for later works? The inevitable charge against the first option is that it is too narrow, and against the second that it is too broad. Therefore, because comparative studies of Bahá’í and Buddhist ontology are in their earliest infancy, it seems most advantageous at this stage to acquire a general overview of what there is – or is not – to be found. Such an overview can then serve as a map for further studies in this field.  

To accommodate the diversity of Buddhism without losing sight of its unifying factors this paper will, as often as possible, identify areas of ontological concern shared to one degree or another by all forms of Buddhism and then compare the Buddhist responses to what we find in the Bahá’í Writings. Nine  areas of ontological concern seem to be common among the various forms of Buddhism: anicca (impermanence), dependent origination, non-self (anatman),  non-theism, nirvana, the two truths doctrine,  Nirvana and samsara, emptiness and the nature of the Buddha. All branches and schools of Buddhism agree that these are topics vital to an ontological understanding of Buddhism but they do not expound all of these issues in the same way. Thus we may conclude that while there seems to be an underlying foundation of similar ontological concerns, the philosophical structures erected on these foundations differ considerably.  

3.1 The Second Problem in studying Buddhism


The second problem of which we must be aware is that our study crosses wide cultural differences in which there are no currently known lines of transmission. Indeed, Buddhism crosses several cultural groups and developed differently in each.
 Why then, would we presume to do a comparative study when it can do no more than point out an interesting series of coincidences? Such coincidences might be interesting for a variety of reasons, but from a Bahá’í point of view, there is another answer. The Buddha was a Manifestation of God, and, according to the Bahá’í Writings, all the Manifestations had the same basic teachings. 

. . . in the eyes of them that are initiated into the mysteries of Divine wisdom, all their utterances are, in reality, but the expressions of one Truth. As most of the people have failed to appreciate those stations to which We have referred, they, therefore, feel perplexed and dismayed at the varying utterances pronounced by Manifestations that are essentially one and the same.

In other words, from a Bahá’í perspective, Bahá'u'lláh has already guaranteed that – regardless of any contravening arguments – underlying similarities exist between all the world’s revealed religions.
 With that guarantee, it is the task of Bahá'ís to find such similarities embedded in the various sutras and their explications, to assess the extent of agreement with the Writings and to what point the Writings can be interpreted to accommodate them.  

3.2 The Third Problem in Studying Buddhism


The third problem in doing a comparative study between Buddhist and Bahá’í ontology is the enormous amount of secondary  and tertiary ‘literature’ about Buddhism that is available. In regards to the secondary literature we have numerous philosophical explications and commentaries that have become absolutely essential to understanding Buddhist doctrine. Prime examples of such texts are Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamakakarika, The Awakening of Faith by Asvaghosa’s and Vasubandhu’s Thirty Verses on Representation Only. Yet the fact remains that on a number of essential issues – such as the meaning of ‘emptiness’ – these works are often in conflict. How could a scholar  identify what is ‘true Buddhism’ in the midst of contention among such great minds? Fortunately there is no need to undertake these specialist’s task in this study, since its goal is only to point out the various ontological similarities and  differences with the Bahá’í Writings. Our focus is the mere existence of ontological similarities between Buddhism and the Bahá’í in whatever aspect of Buddhism they are found. 

In addition to the secondary philosophical explications, there is also an extensive tertiary literature by scholars who seek a deeper understanding of what Buddhism as a phenomenon actually is and teaches. Unfortunately, these often present rival views among experts, as illustrated by Theodor Stcherbatsky’s claim that dharmas are The Central Conception of Buddhism, TRV Murti’s claim that the Mahayana Madhyamika concept of sunyata represents The Central Philosophy of Buddhism, and David J Kalupahana’s claim that causality deserves this honour in Causality: the Central Philosophy of Buddhism. Complicating this matter is the coming and going of academic fashions as seen in the various debates about Nagarjuna’s alleged nihilism as advocated (for different reasons) by David Burton in Emptiness Appraised and Thomas Wood in Nagarjunian Disputations and rejected by Jay Garfield in The Fundamental Wisdom of the Middle Way: Nagajuna’s MulaMadhyamikakarika and by David J Kalupahana in A History of Buddhist Thought. These disagreements are often fuelled by the fact that both Buddhist sutras and subsequent explications are not always clear on a variety of important issues which makes it difficult to achieve consensus. Rather than being distracted by such disagreements, this study will simply note which reading or explication agrees with the Bahá’í Writings and which does not. That is all we can reasonably do in a study of Buddhist ontology from a Bahá’í perspective. 

4. Anicca 

The works of Theodor Stcherbatsky, TVR Murti and David Kalupahana notwithstanding, this paper will begin its exploration of Buddhist and Bahá’í ontology with the concept of anicca, (anityata) universal impermanence or the transitoriness of all things. In the words of the Buddha, 

Impermanent are all component things,


They arise and cease, that is their nature,


They come into being and pass away,


Release for them is bliss supreme.

Impermanence is also ensured by the phenomenon of dependent origination, according to which everything that is influenced or conditioned by other beings – which is everything that exists - inevitably comes into and passes out of existence, a process that is a constitutive feature of their being. Anicca includes absolutely everything that exists and is not confined to material things. It includes us personally, the mind, thoughts, emotions, ideas, consciousness, all possible human and non-human conditions and states. In other words, nothing is eternal, and this avoidance of ‘eternalism’, (as well as the opposite extreme of ‘annihilationism’) that is, avoidance of the belief that anything can be unconditioned and permanent is a foundational theme in Buddhist philosophy.
 According to Mangala R Chinchore, anicca or impermanence is the bedrock concept of Buddhist ontology.
 In her view, “Buddhists seek to uphold as uncompromisingly as possible primacy of becoming over being”
 to which she adds: “Further, the contention that becoming alone is what really is, is strong enough . . . to satisfactorily account for the nature of the real and/or human.”
 In other words, a through understanding of becoming will help us account for the natural world as well as our own identity. 

The reason for accepting the foundational status of anicca lies in the first of the Four Noble Truths according to which all existence is dukka, variously translated as suffering or unsatisfactoriness.
 This is what impels us ultimately to ‘seek refuge in the Buddha’ in order to attain ultimate salvation from change. Things are unsatisfactory and cause suffering precisely because we fail to recognise and accept that they do not endure and this in turn leads to all the difficulties associated with ‘grasping’ or trying to prevent change. From this we can see why the doctrine of anicca lies not only at the foundation of Buddhist ontology but also at the basis of its moral teachings. Meditating on impermanence is an essential part of Buddhist contemplative practice.  

The doctrine of anicca (in addition to mention dependent origination)  allows us to conclude that Buddhist ontology is a process ontology, a subscriber to Heraclitus’ doctrine that “Panta rhei”, everything flows – although it must immediately be said that the Buddhist philosophers worked this out in greater detail than Heraclitus ever did. Moreover, Buddhist process ontology bears striking resemblances to Whitehead’s Process and Reality
 as has been pointed out by John Cobb Jr., one of the great

Whitehead scholars who has also had a life-long interest in Buddhism. This is of interest to Bahá’ís because the Bahá’í Writings themselves exemplify a process ontology with many affinities to Whitehead.
 

4.1 Anicca in the Bahá’í Writings


To what extent can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate the doctrine of anicca? Abdu’l-Baha advises us that 

nothing which exists remains in a state of repose--that is to say, all things are in motion. Everything is either growing or declining; all things are either coming from nonexistence into being, or going from existence into nonexistence. So this flower, this hyacinth, during a certain period of time was coming from the world of nonexistence into being, and now it is going from being into nonexistence. This state of motion is said to be essential--that is, natural; it cannot be separated from beings because it is their essential requirement, as it is the essential requirement of fire to burn.

Thus it is established that this movement is necessary to existence, which is either growing or declining. 
 

When we examine this statement, we note, first of all, its categorical nature, as indicated by the words “nothing”, “all things”, “everything”, “necessary” and “essential.” In other words, the phenomena described is applicable to all things without exception regardless of whether they are natural or man-made. Next, we notice the flat assertion not only that all things are in motion but that “movement is necessary to existence.”
 Moreover, the concept of ‘movement’ and ‘motion’ is not restricted to a change of physical place as indicated by the reference to growth and decline which involve changes of augmentation, complexification, actualisation, transformation, reception, causal action, synthesis, catalysis, decay and perishing. More significantly, ‘Abdu’l-Bahá declares, “all things are either coming from nonexistence into being, or going from existence into nonexistence.”
 This change is an “essential requirement”
, that is, an essential attribute for the thing to exist as the kind of thing it is, for example, fire, Consequently, there is no possible doubt that the Bahá’í Writings agree with Buddhist ontology on the issue of anicca or transitoriness as the essential, that is, constitutive feature of all existence. As Bahá'u'lláh says we 

should regard all else beside God as transient, and count all things save Him, Who is the Object of all adoration, as utter nothingness.

Each of us as a “fleeting shadow”
 and our time here as a “dust heap of a fleeting moment.”
 

5. Momentariness


Having recognised that Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith agree on universal impermanence in the phenomenal world, it is important to explore the extent of the similarity. For example, does it extend to the doctrine of momentariness in any of its early or later developments?
 In other words, can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate the idea that in the phenomenal world what appears as an ‘entity’ is really a sequence of momentary states and not an enduring substance of some kind? Setting aside for a moment the interpretations of differing schools – for the Madhyamika, this series was unified by a similarity between moments, while in the earlier Adhidharma philosophy, each moment was a completely discrete entity
 – can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate the concept of perpetual perishing and creation as described, for example, by Stcherbatsky: “The elements of existence are momentary appearances, momentary flashings into the phenomenal world out of an unknown source.”
 Such is, indeed, the case. Bahá'u'lláh says, 

Verily, the Word of God is the Cause which hath preceded the contingent world--a world which is adorned with the splendours of the Ancient of Days, yet is being renewed and regenerated at all times. Immeasurably exalted is the God of Wisdom Who hath raised this sublime structure.

The categorical nature of this statement is evident, asserting that at all times, without exception, creation is being “renewed and regenerated.”
 This re-enforces the notion that change is an essential or constitutive not accidental attribute of existing things, that simple existence unavoidably involves coming into and passing out of existence on a continuous basis. ‘Abdu’l-Bahá expresses a similar idea when he says, “Note thou carefully that in this world of being, all things must ever be made new”
 We must keep in mind that the “world of being” refers to all created existence, even though, in this particular case ‘Abdu’l-Bahá he focuses on the specific ways in which the human spiritual and cultural world has been renewed under the guidance of Bahá’u’lláh. What is especially noteworthy in this quotation is the use of the categorical “ever” which may be read as functioning like the phrase “at all times”
 in the statement by Bahá’u’lláh. We also note that one of the names of God is the “Resuscitator”
, which does not necessarily imply resuscitation only at the transition from one age to the next but may also imply ‘resuscitation’ on a continuous basis as suggested by the other divine name, the “Sustainer.”

5.1 Essence and Substance
The subjects of impermanence and momentariness inevitably lead to one of the fundamental questions of Buddhism: Do impermanence and momentariness vitiate the entire concept of essence?  
Not surprisingly, the answer to this question depends on how we define ‘essence.’ If, for example, we define ‘essence’ as a collection of attributes which a thing must necessarily have to be the kind of thing it is and function appropriately  – glasses require some transparent material to re-focus light into the eye – then there is no problem about saying that even Buddhism can accept the concept of ‘essence’. The length of time an object exists, that is, its momentariness or impermanence, does not affect the fact that it has (or does not) certain necessary attributes for a length of time no matter how short. Lenses for eye glasses cannot be opaque. Of course, what we call them verbally, ‘glasses’, ‘los anteojos’ or ‘Brillen’ is of no consequence; nor can calling something that does not have these necessary attributes make them function as such: an inch of steel armour plate will never serve as a lens no matter what we call it. (Essential attributes are impervious to human desires.) For example, in Buddhist terms, to be a human being necessitates the five appropriate “psycho-physical constituents” – otherwise we do not have an aggregate that we can call human. The same may be said of the constituents themselves: in the Theravada Abhidharma, four of them are earth water, air and fire – each of them things  with necessarily different attributes that are repeated throughout all instantiations.  The same is true of the fifty-two mental constituents and the constituent of consciousness. All of these things are marked by necessarily different collections of attributes.  
On this point, Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings are in agreement. Constantly and consistently, the Writings recognise the essence of a wide variety of things and that these essences are recognised by their attributes. As ‘Abdu’l-Bahá says in one of his most far-reaching philosophical statements: “the essence of a thing is known through its qualities; otherwise, it is unknown and hidden.”
 If essences lacked certain necessarily present attributes or qualities, we could not use those qualities to recognise the essence, and therefore, would not be able to identify a particular kind of thing. For example, we can identify or recognise human beings because they all possess certain necessary attributes (primarily a “rational soul”
) which makes us a distinct and unique species or kind.
 Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings may not explicitly agree on what specifically constitutes a human being, but they do agree that a human being necessarily requires certain attributes to be human. In the particular sense of the word outlined above, both religions are ‘essentialist.’ 

However, in the Madhyamaka philosophy, the word ‘essence’ takes on a new meaning, viz. ‘inherent existence,’ that is, existence that is not dependent on anything else.
 According to Nagarjuna, anything that lacks inherent existence also lacks an ‘essence’ and is, therefore, ‘empty.’ In other words, anything that is ontologically dependent on causes or conditions lacks essence or ‘inherent existence,’ or ‘existence from its own side’ or ‘exist in its own right.’ Contrary to the Abhidharma view, even dharmas are without essence – independent existence – and, therefore, empty or sunya. When ‘essence’ is understood as ‘inherent existence,’ it also becomes clear that impermanent and momentary entities cannot have essences because if existence is inherent, the entity cannot pass out of existence: whatever exists by nature cannot stop existing since otherwise it does not exist by nature. Its existence is merely an accidental or changeable attribute. In a nutshell, the Madhyamaka position is that entities whose existence is contingent have no essence – a stance that, as we shall see below, the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate. 

This accommodation does not contradict the previous demonstration of essences in the Bahá’í Writings because two different definitions of ‘essence’ are being employed.  

For Buddhism, the impermanent and momentary nature of all phenomena also rules out any notion of essence as substance, that is, as anything that endures or as an enduring substratum that unifies a complex sequence of events in an identifiable way. No such enduring substratum can exist, since all phenomena are contingent and the substratum itself is a phenomenon. Therefore, all complex entities are no more than aggregates of phenomena and if we analyse them as such we will not find any mysterious, single and enduring essence among their parts. This aggregational nature of  complex things, is, of course, the point of The Questions of King Milinda, (app. 100 BCE), a canonical Pali text, in which the monk Nagasena clearly demonstrates that when the chariot is disassembled, nothing else remains: there is no ‘essence’ of the chariot left over as an enduring residue or attaching itself to any of the parts as an enduring attribute. A chariot is just an aggregate of parts assembled in a certain way. The parts themselves are made of other parts, until – at least in the Theravada view - we eventually arrive at the distinct, irreducible and immutable dharmas (dhammas). The same procedure may be followed with a human being to demonstrate the non-existence of a self, own nature, inherent nature or self-nature. However, it must be noted that “[a]ll Buddhist traditions accept[] an analysis of the human being into five psycho-physical constituents.”
  

For the Bahá’í Writings, the issue of essence and substance is not quite so straight-forward, at least as far as the human soul is concerned. If we understand the soul as the essence of man – and there are good reasons to do so – then the human essence is indeed a substance: “the rational soul is the substance, and the body depends upon it. If the accident--that is to say, the body--be destroyed, the substance, the spirit, remains.”
 In short, the human essence/soul is, indeed, a substance. Once it is created it endures and evolves through various levels of reality. Nevertheless, this substance is contingent: its existence is not necessary and it exists, like everything else, by God’s Will. From a Madhyamaka perspective, this contingency means that despite the length of its endurance, the substance lacks ‘inherent existence’ and is, therefore, ‘empty.’ Of course, from a Bahá’í  perspective, everything lacks ‘inherent existence’ and is ‘empty’ except God Who alone exists by absolute necessity. We shall have more to say about this below.  

When we reflect on the implications of universal impermanence and momentariness, it seems difficult to escape the conclusion that essences cannot exist in any way. How can there be essences – which are by definition stable and enduring or permanent? According to Buddhist theory, such essences would come into and pass out of existence at every moment just like everything else; furthermore, how could they be stable –unchanged – enough to be shared among various individuals over a period of time? This is another reason to reject the concept of essences. Yet another comes from the doctrine of dependent origination according to which all things came into and passed out of being as a result of the inter-action of countless dharmas. (We shall discuss this doctrine in greater detail below.) Consequently all things are interdependent – which violates the nature of essences whose function is precisely to be independent and stable through all change. Essences must be able to exist independently, and since they cannot, things are “ ‘empty of inherent existence or . . . in more western terms essence.’ ”
 
To summarise: from these problems with the whole notion of essence, the Theravada and Madhyamika  branches of Buddhism concluded that essence was a mere chimera, did not exist, and that all things were empty of essence. To say that things are empty is not to say that they do not exist, but rather that they have no independent, unchanging and enduring nature or essence: “we cannot find any essence of svabhaava in [things] to catch hold of.”
 By the same token, things are also empty of substance – another term for the essence – which is to say, they are empty of that which remains permanent, independent and unaltered through all changes. Thus, Buddhism – with one exception – rejects the concept of substance as well: “Buddhist thought has centered around no-substance ontology”
 Whether this stable, enduring substance is thought of as some kind of matter, or an intellectual concept or idea seems to have made no difference to Theravada and Madhyamika  philosophers who simply rejected it in toto. Nothing is exempt from the laws of impermanence, momentariness or universal interdependence.
 Therefore no essences exist. 
5.1.2 The Yogacara (Cittamatra) Exception

However, in regards to the doctrine of essence and substance, the second major Mahayana tradition, the Yogacara or Cittamatra, seems to be an exception. According to Vasubandhu, one of the school’s founders, everything has three natures
 or essences which constitute its existence. Therefore, “[e]mptiness for Vasubandhu is emphatically not the lack of any essence. How could it be when he assigns three distinct essences to all things?”
 The first aspect
 or essence is a human construction, a product of human imagination as it struggles to understand a phenomenon that appears to consciousness as an object. It arises


through dependence on conditions and Existing through being imagined, It is therefore called 


other-dependent And is said to be merely imaginary.

According to Vasubandhu, things are not really the way they are imagined or constructed. The second aspect/essence/nature is the “causal flow”
 which acts as a substratum underlying the mind’s various constructions. These constructions may be erroneous or inadequate but they nonetheless have a real basis in this “causal flow” which “really, ultimately (paramartha) exists, albeit it inexpressibly.”
 (The situation is not unlike Kant’s theory in which the mind constructs phenomena from noumenal data.) Finally, there is the perfected aspect/essence which is known in meditation when we realise that the underlying flow does not have the constructions we have imposed upon it and that neither perceiving subject nor perceived object exist separately: there is only one “causal flow.” This flow is “empty” of our mental constructions, but the whole flow including both perceiving/constructing/imagining subject and allegedly external object does, in fact, exist.
 Everything known to man is constituted by these three natures, aspects or essences. 

To what extent can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate these views depends on how we interpret  

`Abdu'l-Bahá’s teaching concerned our knowledge of essences. In what is surely one of the pivotal passages in the Bahá’í Writings, he says, 
the essence of a thing is known through its qualities; otherwise, it is unknown and hidden. 

As our knowledge of things, even of created and limited things, is knowledge of their qualities and not of their essence . . . For the inner essence of anything is not comprehended, but only its qualities. For example, the inner essence of the sun is unknown, but is understood by its qualities, which are heat and light. The inner essence of man is unknown and not evident, but by its qualities it is characterized and known. Thus everything is known by its qualities and not by its essence.

Those who interpret this to mean that the essences of things remain absolutely unknown even by way of the perceived qualities (a view I do not share) have, in effect, re-created the Kantian ontology already seen in the Yogacara scheme of three essences or natures: an unknowable essence or noumenon that acts as a substratum, and the perceivable qualities or phenomena constructed by the human mind from data provided by the unknowable noumenon. If qualities tell us nothing about the essence or nature of a thing, then all we can actually know are swarms of qualities which the mind must construct into a perceived object or phenomenon; this is the object of conventional perception. This constructed  object corresponds to the Yogacara’s first, imaginary or “impugned”
  essence, a product of our interpretation of the noumenal data; it does not tell us anything about the noumenon or essence. The noumenon – the unknowable essence in `Abdu'l-Bahá’s statement – corresponds to the second essence, that is, to the “causal flow” that forms the substratum of reality. Thus far, this interpretation of `Abdu'l-Bahá’s words can be seen to agree with the Yogacara view. 
However, grave difficulties arise when we come to the Yogacara’s third aspect or essence of things of which we become aware when we realise that neither our imaginary constructions nor our subject-object division of a perceiving subject and externally perceived object really exists. There is only the “causal flow;” nothing else is genuinely real. From a Bahá’í perspective, there are two problems with this position. In the first place, the Yogacara position suggest that the world as we perceive it is an imaginary human construction, a mind-made phenomenon, in effect, an illusion. Only the underlying “causal flow” is real. The Writings reject this idea. For example, `Abdu'l-Bahá says that  

the origin and outcome of phenomena is, verily, the omnipresent God; for the reality of all phenomenal existence is through Him. There is neither reality nor the manifestation of reality without the instrumentality of God.

Without losing ourselves in details and qualifications here, we may say that humankind is definitely not the creator or constructor of phenomenal reality.
 That being the case, there is no possibility of our discovering that we the are origin of phenomenal reality which turns out to be a man-made illusion. `Abdu'l-Bahá  says of the phenomenal world that it is “it is a creational and not a subjective world”
 which is to say that the phenomenal world is created by God and not human imaginary constructs. If the latter were true, the so-called perception would really be conception and the phenomenal world would be reduced to a man-made illusion. This view is explicitly rejected by `Abdu'l-Bahá: 
Certain sophists think that existence is an illusion, that each being is an absolute illusion which has no existence-- in other words, that the existence of beings is like a mirage, or like the reflection of an image in water or in a mirror, which is only an appearance having in itself no principle, foundation or reality . . . This theory is erroneous . . .

In other words, we cannot, Vasubandhu’s claims to the contrary, discover that the phenomenal world is an imaginary and illusory human construction. Hence there is no basis for Vasubandhu’s first essence, and without that, there is no ground for discovering the third essence of the all-including “causal flow.” 


The second reason for rejecting the Yogacara position regarding the third essence follows from the first. If the phenomenal world is a human imaginary construction, then the so-called perceiving subject

is really one with the so-called perceived object. They are the same. However, `Abdu'l-Bahá maintains that some knowledge is genuinely perceptual: 
Knowledge is of two kinds. One is subjective and the other objective knowledge--that is to say, an intuitive knowledge and a knowledge derived from perception.”

`Abdu'l-Bahá identifies objective knowledge with knowledge that comes from “beholding an object”
 which requires a clear distinction between perceiving subject and perceived object.
 Since God, not man is the Creator of the phenomenal world, this distinction is part of the ontological structure of reality and cannot be vitiated. 
Finally, it should be noted that for those interpreting `Abdu'l-Bahá’s statement about our knowledge of essences to mean that essences can, in fact, be known but only by means of qualities and not by direct intuitive insight, the Yogacara position is impossible. The reason is straight-forward: if qualities give us real knowledge  no matter limited, about essences, then our knowledge of essences (and qualities) is real and not merely constructed or imaginary; it is not merely conceptual. That being the case, there is no reason to accept Vasubandhu’s entire analysis of the three natures or essences. 
5.2 Essences and Aggregates
Let us now explore the extent to which the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate these Theravada and Madhyamika  views on essences. In relationship to humankind at least, they would agree with Nagasena who demonstrated the non-existence of the chariot’s essence by dismantling the chariot and asking the king to identify the essence. Predictably enough, he failed to do so – and Nagasena drew the conclusion that there was no such thing as a ‘chariot’, it was merely an aggregate of parts – just as there was no such thing as a self or soul within the king. Similarly, a Bahá’í  would not expect to find a soul, self or spirit in the human aggregate, for as ‘Abdu’l-Bahá says, “the spirit is an incorporeal being, and does not enter and come forth, but is only connected with the body as the sun is with the mirror.”
 In other words, no analysis of the mirror or body will reveal anything about the sun or spirit, just as no analysis of the chariot will show us the chariot’s essence as a distinct object or part among the others. In the words of ‘Abdu’l Bahá, the condition of the spirit 

is neither abiding nor entering, neither commingling nor descending; for entering, abiding, descending, issuing forth and commingling are the necessities and characteristics of bodies, not of spirits . . .
 

Here, too, we see why the material analysis demonstrated by Nagasena to King Milinda could not reveal any human self, essence or soul: it is not merely a part among others. Thus, from a Bahá’í perspective, Nagasena is simply claiming that the essence is not a material part like the others – a position with which the Bahá’í Writings fully agree. Moreover, like Nagasena, ‘Abdu’l Bahá agrees that the existence of all entities depends on the appropriate aggregation of parts: 

Existence is the expression and outcome of composition and combination. Nonexistence is the expression and outcome of division and disintegration. If we study the forms of existence in the material universe, we find that all created things are the result of composition . . .  Each organism is a compound; each object is an expression of elemental affinity. We find the complex human organism simply an aggregation of cellular structure; the tree is a composite of plant cells; the animal, a combination and grouping of cellular atoms or units, and so on. Existence or the expression of being is, therefore, composition; and nonexistence is decomposition, division, disintegration. When elements have been brought together in a certain plan of combination, the result is the human organism; when these elements separate and disperse, the outcome is death and nonexistence.

This passage shows support for Nagasena’s view that things, including human beings, are aggregates or compositions.
 However, unlike Nagasena, the Bahá’í Writings do not conclude that the essence or soul does not exist simply because it does not appear as a sensible part of an aggregate. The analysis of the chariot provides no evidence on which to base such a conclusion. Indeed, to the contrary,  a chariot is not simply parts heaped together but rather is assembled according to a plan in order to achieve a purpose. That is why ‘Abdu’l Bahá says that a human being results when the parts have been “brought together in a certain plan.”
 The parts, or “sensible realities”
 as he calls them, are not enough. Without the plan or “intellectual reality”
 neither the human body nor the chariot would be the entities they actually are. This plan, an “intellectual reality”, is obviously not of the same order of existence as the sensible, material parts, but its presence is evident in their arrangement and functioning.  
What we observe in The Questions of King Milinda is that Nagasena, like many subsequent 
Buddhist philosophers, tends to think of essences as somehow ‘substantial,’ as parts of a formed aggregate. 
Unable to locate any sensible essence or soul, they reject the notion of essence altogether. (Again, we must remember that this is not the case with all schools of the Mahayana.) However, while the Bahá’í Writings accept the aggregational or compositional nature of beings, they regard the Theravada and Madhyamika  account as incomplete since they forget that the necessary plan, or essence or soul belong to a different order of being and thus cannot be grasped by purely sensible analysis.  As ‘Abdu’l Bahá says, in regards to the soul, “It is entirely out of the order of the physical creation;”
 we would, therefore, not expect to find it among the physical parts of an entity.  Like the soul, the plan that is instantiated by  an aggregate or composition  into a particular thing is also of a different order of being than the parts themselves and cannot be laid out beside them. Thus we may conclude that the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate the Theravada and Madhyamika  about the aggregate nature of things and that the essence or soul is not to be found among their sensible parts, but they cannot agree that this analysis is exhaustive. 
5.3 Essences: Immutable and Independent? 


Having discussed the extent to which the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate the Theravada and Madhyamika  analysis of entities as aggregates or compositions, we must now analyse whether or not there is agreement that essences are immutable, permanent and independent of all conditioning factors. In the Buddhist view, if they are not, that is, if they change, pass in and out of existence or are affected by others, how can they provide for a common nature among various entities over time? Curiously enough, Plato would agree with the Theravada and Madhyamika  on this point – which is why the Platonic essences or Ideas are ‘located’ in a super-sensible realm free of all change and possible external influence. However, unlike Plato, the Theravada and Madhyamika  reject the existence of such essences, because according to them, there is nothing that is not subject to dependent origination, and, therefore, to change. All phenomena are completely explicable by dependent origination. As G.C. Nayak writes, 

Svabhaava [essence] according to Candrakiirti [a Madhyamaka  philosopher] is what is unchangeable, uncreated, and permanent and the assumption of such a svabhava or essence in the dharmas or elements of existence is what is vehemently criticized by the Madhyamakas.

This is true even of concepts which are just as interdependent as anything else; for this reason, even concepts do not have a “a fixed essence of [their] own,”
 a statement fraught with implications for hermeneutics. For his part, the Theravada scholar P.A. Payutto says,


The principle of dependent origination is one of Buddhism’s most important and unique teachings.

In numerous passages of the Pali Canon, it was described by the Buddha as a natural law, a fundamental truth which exists independently of enlightened beings . . . 
 


Because dependent origination is a “fundamental truth,” nothing can escape its rule and therefore, immutable, impermanent and independent essences simply cannot not exist. 

It is difficult to see how the Bahá’í Writings can agree with this view. Not only has the pervasiveness of the concept of essence in the Writings been demonstrated,
 but also it is clear that the way the term ‘essence’ is used precludes any suggestion of change.  For example, Bahá'u'lláh states,
To every discerning and illuminated heart it is evident that God, the unknowable Essence, the Divine Being, is immensely exalted beyond every human attribute, such as corporeal existence, ascent and descent, egress and regress.

In other words, God in His Essence does not have any of the attributes of phenomenal reality. As `Abdu'l-Bahá says, “Changes and transformations are not applicable to that eternal reality. Transformation from condition to condition is the attribute of contingent [phenomenal] realities.”
 God, in His eternal Essence remains as He always is. Speaking of the Manifestations of God, `Abdu'l-Bahá asserts: “Briefly, the Holy Manifestations have ever been, and ever will be, Luminous Realities; no change or variation  takes place in Their essence.”
 Like the essence of God, Their essence is also completely immutable. Furthermore, speaking generally, he states, “It has been proved by exact science that the essence of things does not change.”
 Applying this principle to human evolution he teaches that although outwardly man may have appeared like an animal, inwardly “his species and essence undergo no change”
 and adds that “the permanency of the nature [essence] of man, is clear and evident.”
 Later he argues against reincarnation precisely because the essence of the soul does not change: “The essence of imperfection, by returning, does not become the reality of perfection.”
 Finally, as an all-embracing and conclusive statement he says that the “essence of existence” does not change: 

Physical bodies are transferred past one barrier after another, from one life to another, and all things are subject to transformation and change, save only the essence of existence itself--since it is constant and immutable, and upon it is founded the life of every species and kind . . .

In other words, existence itself has a nature or essence, such as its distinctness from God, and, as in Buddhism, being subject to change and influence by others.
 However, that nature itself cannot be changed, that is how the existence of God’s creation has always been, and how it must remain lest we vitiate the difference between the changing creation and the unchanging Creator. 


What seems clear, therefore, is that Bahá’í Writings agree with the Buddhist standard that essences do not change, that they are immutable and in that sense protected from influence and, therefore, exempt from dependent origination. According to Buddhist doctrine as usually understood, no such essences exist because nothing can be exempt from dependent origination.
 
5.4 Relative Existence and Nonexistence


Despite their certainty that essences are immutable and permanent, the Bahá’í Writings take a highly nuanced view of the way in which essences (or anything other than God) actually exist. Ontologically speaking, “existence and nonexistence are both relative” says `Abdu'l-Bahá and adds, “the existence of creation in relation to the existence of God is nonexistence. Thus it is evident and clear that although the beings exist, in relation to God and to the Word of God they are nonexistent.”
 Though things exist “in their own degree”
 they have no existence in relationship to God Who is the only absolutely existing thing. In the case of essences, this means that from the divine point of view essences do not exist at all, since only God is real. Yet, of course, they exist “in their own degree.” Thus, the Bahá’í Writings seem to adopt a middle position between the extremes of “eternalism” by which essences have unqualified absolute existence and “nihilism” in which they have absolutely no existence whatever. In this way the Bahá’í Writings live up to the Buddha’s admonition to avoid these extremes. Essences both exist and do not exist; any adherence to an extreme in our ontology on this matter will inevitably lead us astray in the way we envision and conduct our lives.  
From the foregoing discussion it becomes clear that there is a striking similarity between the Bahá’í notion that the existence of essences is relative (and thus they are only relatively real) approaches the general, tough not universal
, Buddhist belief that phenomenal reality is merely conventional, and, therefore, only relatively real. Phenomena are real or true from the ordinary point of view, but such is only the case by convention. They are, as `Abdu'l-Bahá says, true or real “in their own degree” and from their own perspective but they are not ultimately real or true. For example, the Buddha did not deny the existence of the ‘self’ as a convention but emphatically denied its ultimate existence. At this 
juncture we must keep in mind that different schools of Buddhism interpret the concept of being ‘ultimately real or true’ differently and the Bahá’í Writings do not always agree with these interpretations. For example, the Theravada would state that the concept of ‘woman’ is only conventionally true and real; what is ultimately true and real are the five skandas necessary to form an individual. For their part, the Prasangika Madhyamakas assert that there is no intellectual position that constitutes ultimate truth because any positive assertion is by definition conventional. 
Another point must be made about essences and the avoidance of the extreme of eternalism and nihilism. Bahá’ís maintain that with the exception of God, nothing is ontologically autonomous or self-subsistent; ultimately, everything is absolutely contingent or dependent upon the Creator, though proximately it may be dependent on various physical and non-physical processes. Proximately, the Bahá’í view resembles the Buddhist doctrine of dependent origination according to which everything depends on everything else for its existence. (This shall be discussed in greater detail below.)  Because of this dependence, things really have no essence or “own nature”  in and of themselves. They are, as Buddhists say, empty. According to the Bahá’í Writings, nothing is self-subsistent or possesses an independent “own nature” except God; no essence is self-sufficient for which reason one may conclude that from a Bahá’í perspective as well, things are empty. Essences exist – but only dependently (and thus, for Buddhists not at all)  and not ultimately, that is, not vis-à-vis God. Yet, at the same time, from a Bahá’í perspective, they exist “in their own degree” – and thus avoid the extremes of eternalism and nihilism. Consequently, we may conclude from this that the Bahá’í and Buddhist views of essence are not as far apart as might at first appear. 

5.5 Immutable Essences in Mahayana Sutras


Moreover, when we examine some of the Mahayana schools, we discover that the concept of immutable, permanent and independent essences play a greater role than many Madhyamaka expositions  would lead one to believe. For example, a number of major sutras – The Lankavatara Sutra, The Tathagatagarbha Sutra, Queen Srimla’s Lion’s Roar Sutra, and The Mahayana Mahaparinirvana Sutra are only among the most prominent – which promulgate the concept of the “Buddha nature” or “Buddha essence” or Tathagatagarbha nature being found in all beings and constituting a permanent, unchangeable and pure basis of their being. 
When I regard all beings with my Buddha eye, I see that hidden within the klesas [negative traits]  . . . there is seated augustly and unmovingly the tathagata’s wisdom, the tathagata’s vision . . . the tathagatagarbha’s of all beings are eternal and unchanging . . .

This sutra also says that “the Buddha sees that all kinds of beings / Universally possess the tathagatagarbha.”
  In The Mahaparinirvana Sutra the Buddha states, “The tathagata [Buddha]  says that all beings possess the Buddha nature”
 and adds, “The shape of self that seeks to flee from the world is the Buddha Nature. It is the best way of conceiving self.”
 Finally, we are told by the Buddha that “the Nature of self and the Buddha Nature / Do not differ.”
 The Lankavatra Sutra assures us “this Buddha-nature immanent in everyone is eternal, unchanging, auspicious.”


The key assertion in these sutras is that the ontological foundation of all things is the Buddha nature, or Buddha essence which is the only non-constructed thing among the various positive and negative attributes of a thing. In other words, within all things there exists the eternal and unchanging Buddha. He, not the worldly ego, is the True Self:
No, Mahamati, my Womb of Tathagatahood is not the same as the Divine Atman [self] as taught by the philosophers. What I teach is Tathagatahod in the sense of Dharmakaya, Ultimate 
Oneness, Nirvana, emptiness, unbornness, unqualifiedness, devoid of will-effort.



In other words, the Buddha-essence must not be misinterpreted as an affirmation of ordinary ego or self since that would be disastrous for the doctrine of no-self or anatman.  “ ‘Self’ means ‘tathagatagarbha’ ” as The Mahaparinirvana Sutra says
 and not the conventional ego. Nonetheless, the serious problem posed by these sutras is that they present individual existence as ontologically associated with or dependent on the internal presence of the Buddha-nature: the fact that everything has such a nature suggests nothing could exist without it, no matter how defiled it might appear. If the Buddha-nature is a necessity for individual existence, then, regardless of what if anything it might be, it is, in effect, functioning as an Aristotelian essence or substance or a ground of being. Lest we think this goes too far, let us remember that The Mahaparinirvana Sutra speaks of the Buddha nature as a “true self”
 that is found within all things. Moreover, while it is true that the Buddha-nature is not some isolated individual essence but rather a single essence  common to all beings
, the fact remains that it is individuated or instantiated among separate beings and provides at least conventional individual existence. 

The fact the individuating klesas (defilements) and constructions will be recognised as empty when enlightenment occurs does not negate the necessity for the presence of the Buddha-nature in the first place. As Queen Srimala says, 


The Tathatgata-garbha is permanent, steadfast, eternal. Therefore, the Tathagatagarbha is the 

support, the holder, the base of the constructed [Buddha natures] that are non-discrete, not dissociated and knowing  as liberated from the stores [of defilement]; and furthermore the support, the holder, the base of external constructed natures that are discrete, dissociated and knowing [known] as not liberated.

Those selves which are liberated and realise their one-ness with the tathatgatagarbha (are “non-discrete” and “not dissociated” from it) as well as those that are not liberated from defilement and are “discrete” and “dissociated” from the tathagatagarbha have the tathagatagarbha as a necessary aspect of their being. Otherwise they would not exist. Given these sutras, it is difficult to maintain that Buddhism unequivocally, absolutely and universally rejects the concept of essences unequivocably and in toto.  That is why the precise  understanding of tathagatagarbha doctrine in regards to essence and substance is “open to interpretation in terms of different Mahayana philosophical schools.”
 
6. Buddha-nature and the Names of God 


It is worth noting that the Bahá’í Writings also present the eternal and unchanging names of God appearing in and through the phenomenal just as the Buddha-nature is present in every being. 
Without doubt each being is the center of the shining forth of the glory of God--that is to say, the perfections of God appear from it and are resplendent in it. . . . The world, indeed each existing being, proclaims to us one of the names of God, but the reality of man is the collective reality, the general reality, and is the center where the glory of all the perfections of God shine forth . . .

In the Bahá’í case, the transcendental that appears in all existing things are the eternal and immutable 
names of God – but not God Himself since God is beyond any possible direct and immediate  relationship  
to the phenomenal world.
 What is important here is that the existence of phenomenal entities involves and requires the appearance of the transcendental, in this case, the names of God. In the language of the immediately foregoing discussion, for a phenomenal entity to exist it must be associated or correlated with one of the eternal and immutable names of God, or, conversely, the names of God are essential to all phenomenal entities just as is the Buddha-nature. Moreover, it seems clear that each phenomena must instantiate that divine name or Buddha nature individually and in its own way in order to make the phenomena what it is and to distinguish it from others. Thus, we find ourselves once again with a theory of essence – or something very much like it. Here, too, Bahá’í and Buddhist ontology have taken convergent paths.  
6.1 Essence and Bhavanga  

The bhavanga, the subconscious continuum or stream that underlies each individual existence and explains memory as well as moral accountability is another example of Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings being on convergent paths. The bhavanga has been described as the “precipitate”
 of our lives. What makes the bhavanga significant in regards to essences is that it provides continuity between successive moments as well as between successive lives – which is to say that the bhavanga provides stability or constancy, and with that, a certain imperviousness to change even though like all other creations it is always evolving and acquiring new attributes. Without such stability or constancy we could not say that it provides continuity; nor could it provide a rational basis for the doctrines of karma and reincarnation. (After all, if there is no continuity through successive lives, the doctrine of karma makes no sense.)  The doctrine of the bhavanga makes it difficult to avoid the conclusion that, in effect, at least some forms of Buddhism recognise the existence of something that strongly resembles an essence both in their own terms and in terms of the Platonic and Aristotelian traditions. In other words, they recognise something  

that remains constant (immutable) through change, impervious to external influence i.e. is not “other powered” and differentiates one person from another. (This latter allows it to function as an individual essence – as distinct from a species essence – not unlike Duns Scotus’ “haecceitas.”
) Insofar as the bhavanga functions in this way, it converges with the Bahá’í concept of essence. We shall explore this concept in greater detail when dealing with the doctrine of anatman.  
6.2 Essence and Dharmas

Dharmas (dhammas) are another topic where there is a demonstrable convergence between Buddhist thought and the Bahá’í concept of essence. The concept of dharmas has a long and varied history in Buddhist thought and no general description can cover all the nuances the term has developed at that 

different times.
 Writing of the various treatises on the subject of dharmas, S.N. Tandon tells is

“their exposition of Dharma is not uniform,”
 something he illustrates with a catalogue of usages from a wide variety of texts. For example, they can be defined as “nature or characteristic. Thus Dharma is what 

bears its own nature or characteristic.”
 (It is difficult not to notice how closely this definition resembles the Aristotelian concept of essence as nature/characteristic and substance as that which bears attributes.) 

If we interpret dharmas ontologically, then they are all the possible physical and mental events that make up reality; in the words of D.T. Suzuki, in the Mahayana, dharmas can refer to a “ ‘thing,’ ‘substance’, or ‘being’ or ‘reality.’ ”
 They are the “ultimate building blocks of the way things ultimately are”
 but that does not mean that dharmas are, in themselves, inert, unchanging entities. Rather they are short-lived, evanescent psycho-physical events and yet they are ‘ultimate’ or irreducible because we are unable to attain any deeper level of analysis. (Whether or not this means that they actually are the ultimate ‘particles’ in an ontological sense or merely phenomenologically ultimate is a matter of interpretation.)  Any phenomenal entity, such as a human being, can be analysed into physical and/or mental dharmas. Like the chariot in The Questions of King Milinda, whatever is not found among these dharmas does not exist. 

What makes dharmas relevant to a consideration of essences is that dharmas exist in limited number of very specific kinds each with a precise definition and precise attributes by which it may be known. “Each momentary event . . . [is] . . .equated with and defined in virtue of its particular nature, sabhava [essence.]”
  For example, the Theravada recognises eighty-two kinds of dharmas, the Yogacara one hundred. All the members of a given class of dharmas share the same fundamental characteristic – in the case of ‘greed’, “ ‘grasping at some object’. ”
 In other words, there are ‘kinds’ or ‘species’ of dharma that are identifiable by certain attributes and these kinds keep re-appearing even as the particular dharmas themselves flash into and out of existence. It follows, therefore, that the kind endures or persists by means of its individual momentary instantiations. This leads to a further observation, namely that if there are only eighty-two kinds of dharmas, and all particular dharmas exist only momentarily, that each dharma must display the attributes of its kind – otherwise how could it belong? In other words, it must have a certain nature to be considered a dharma of a certain kind. From an ontological perspective according to which the dharmas are the “ultimate building blocks” of reality, it is hard to avoid the conclusion that this nature is inherent and, therefore, permanent. After all, what other transient phenomena could it be reduced to? Even if the dharmas are seen as a product of dependent origination, the impression of inherence is difficult to avoid since these particular characteristics (nature) re-occur eternally. Here, too, Buddhism seems to converge with the Bahá’í notion of an essence/nature of things that are shared by and persist through individual instantiations. 
The reality of these kinds of dharmas and their particulars is also reinforced by the fact that certain dharmas are incompatible with others; the dharmas for love and hate cannot arise together at the same time in regards to the same thing which shows. Such being the case, the kinds of dharma and their attributes are real and no mere arbitrary human constructions which could be vitiated by alternative re-constructions. . These natures are real, that is, have demonstrable effects in our lives. However, if they are not arbitrary human constructs and if they persist, to what extent are they real universals, that is, mind independent entities that keep re-appearing through a succession of particulars? It is beyond the scope of this paper to deal with these controversial issues, but it is important to notice is that like the Bahá’í Writings, the Buddhist sutras and commentaries provide ample ground on which to raise questions about the existence and nature of universals. This suggests that convergent intellectual developments are taking place. 

Put another way, we might say that the Bahá’í  Writings and Buddhist philosophy converge insofar as both recognise the existence and persistence of kinds or species beyond their individual instantiations, and that such kinds require their particular exemplars to have certain essential traits. In effect, the eighty-two kinds of dharma are functioning as species-essences exemplified in their particular examples with pre-determined attributes. (The fact that these individual dharma exist only momentarily does not affect their belonging to one of eighty-two kinds.) In regards to the eighty-two kinds of dharma, we must also add that since there is no moment of creation in Buddhist cosmology, these kinds are eternal and immutable – not unlike Plato’s Ideas. Of course, no one is suggesting that they are Platonic Ideas, but the resemblance is startling, all the more so because these kinds and their attributes continue to arise through the process of dependent origination promulgated by Buddhism or through the perpetual change postulated by the Bahá’í Writings. Once again, a convergence of thought leads to a similarity of questions in regards to the mode of existence of these kinds and species that is, the issue of universals.

7.  A Process View of Substance and Essence

There is no question that the Bahá’í Writings often seem to present a substantialist view of essence as if the essence were one kind of thing and its qualities something else. For example, ‘Abdu’l Bahá’ says, 
Know that there are two kinds of knowledge: the knowledge of the essence of a thing and the knowledge of its qualities. The essence of a thing is known through its qualities; otherwise, it is unknown and hidden . . . For the inner essence of anything is not comprehended, but only its qualities. For example, the inner essence of the sun is unknown, but is understood by its qualities, which are heat and light. The inner essence of man is unknown and not evident, but by its qualities it is characterized and known. Thus everything is known by its qualities and not by its essence.

The situation described here is somewhat reminiscent of Kant’s distinction between the hidden and unknowable noumenon and the perceptible phenomenon, which is to say, with one kind of thing – an unknowable essence – emanating knowable attributes.  These essences seem to be isolated from the world in which they act by means of their qualities and thus attain the immutability, permanence and independence required by the Buddhist view of essence. Of course, they seem to do so by accepting the very substantialist ontology which Buddhism rejects so emphatically  -  but this we venture to assert is not necessarily the case. In other words, we need not necessarily read the Bahá’í  Writings in the substantialist mode. 

As the Whiteheadian philosopher William Christian
 has shown, process philosophy – and, as we have demonstrated in the discussion of anicca, both Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith
 are process philosophies – has the resources to reconcile substantial with non-substantial ontologies. The means for doing so are actually quite simple. 

Moments, or what Whitehead calls “actual occasions” do not themselves endure but in their ‘life-history’ which is preserved in each successive moment and in the patterns of development they collectively display, they do, in fact, persist. Unless we are dealing with completely random chaos, each successive moment repeats its predecessor and thereby establishes an identifiable pattern – which is exactly the function fulfilled by the traditional concepts of substance and essence. This pattern is known by its attributes or qualities.  In other words, this  persistence, this repetition of patterns and attributes in the ‘life-history’ of “actual occasions” is exactly what the original notion of substance was intended to explain. Repetition sustains the essential and even non-essential attributes just as substance does. Thus, the role of substance as the basis for endurance is now played by the “actual occasions” or moments whose repeated patterns of development and action – coming into being, actualising and perishing and providing data for successors – constitute that which we perceive as enduring or permanent. It is, therefore, possible, to re-conceive the ideas of substance and essence in process terms that do not violate either Buddhism’s emphasis on flux or the often substantialist language of the Bahá’í Writings.  To summarise: process philosophy allows us to understand the essence of a thing as the pattern of attributes that are consistently repeated over time. This pattern is knowable to us to a limited extent by virtue of the displayed attributes, but is also unknowable by virtue of its ‘hidden’ potentials. Consequently, it fulfills `Abdu'l-Bahá’s requirement that essences are unknowable in themselves but knowable only through their qualities.
 From this it follows, of course, that processes exhibiting identical patterns may be reasonably described as belonging to a particular kind and sharing the same essence.  


Of course, a pattern of events, or essence must also be a unity, because otherwise it would simply be a series of coincidences. Writing of the Buddhist concept of momentariness, Jason W Brown says, “The subsequent moment, reveal[s] thereby the continuity between the entity in its old and re- occurrent state.”
. In other words “the antecedent state constrains [conditions, shapes or forms] its successor, which does not come from nothing. According to Brown, 

the non-existence of an occurrent state at an antecedent or subsequent moment is its existence in another state, not absolute non-existence . . . An event arises and perishes in relation to immediately antecedent and consequent events. 
 

Two conclusions may be drawn from this. First, the events in a sequence are related, are part of a serial unity insofar as each moment arises conditioned by the materials and potentials of its predecessor and in turn conditions its successor. In other words, the related events do, indeed, form a unified pattern or ‘plan’, which is to say, an essence. Secondly, the fact that an “actual occasion,” moment, or state does not presently appear to exist does not mean that it is non-existent. Rather, this moment exists in another state, which, according to Aristotle, would be a condition of potentiality since nothing arises from or passes into absolute non-existence. As Brown says, “the perishing is the means by which an entity emerges from potential to becoming subjectively immediate”
 by which he means it emerges from existence as an unperceived potential into a perceived actuality. In these potentials are the hidden aspects of an essence whatever its nature may be.  

8. Momentariness and Potentiality

If Brown’s presentation of Buddhist doctrine is viable, then two more similarities between Buddhist ontology and the Bahá’í Writings come into view.  First is the concept of potentiality which the doctrine of momentariness logically implies. Unless the universe is to atomise into a swarm of unrelated and disunified moments, we must have some mechanism by which to account for their cohesion or relationship and specific order of appearance through time. The concept of potentials is one such way of linking past and present and accounting for growth and other orderly change through time, as is the concept of the “perishing as the ‘ground’ of arising.”
 It is, therefore, important to realise that unless entities or moments are going to appear out of and disappear into absolute nothingness, either implicitly or explicitly, the concept of ‘potential’ is present in 

Buddhist – and  Bahá’í – ontology. 
8.1 Existence and Nonexistence are Relative

The second similarity grows out of further reflection on the idea that 

All entities come into existence and pass out of existence, not in the sense of 

passing in and out of non-existence, though this is a topic of controversy, but of a passing from one state of existence to another state of existence. The change across different states does not necessarily entail a transition from existence to non-existence and back again.
 

Nothing passes into or grows out of absolute nothingness but just as important, existence and non-existence are relative states and not absolute terms. Whatever comes into existence does so from a state that is nonexistent relative to its subsequent existent state. This relativity of existence and non-existence is a major principle of Bahá’í ontology.

The second proposition is that existence and nonexistence are both relative. If it be said that such a thing came into existence from nonexistence, this does not refer to absolute nonexistence, but means that its former condition in relation to its actual condition was nothingness. For absolute nothingness cannot find existence, as it has not the capacity of existence.

Bahá’í ontology  not only avoids the extreme of ‘eternalism’ by adopting a process view of reality in which everything is constantly regenerated, but also avoids the extreme of ‘annihilationism’ by asserting that nothing falls into absolute non-existence. What goes ‘out of existence’ becomes the “ground” or potential from which the next moment emerges. Thus nothing emerges from non-existence either. When this apparently happens, it simply means that we have witnessed a change of condition or state and are unable to perceive the moment in its new state. 

8.2 Relativity and Potentials

The relativity of existence and non-existence has profound consequences for Buddhist ontology insofar as it logically entails the concept of potentials. If nothing comes out of absolute nothingness, then anything that arises must have arisen from a previous, albeit different state, which is potential vis-à-vis the occurrent or actual state.  The sequence of moments by which various potential states become real or visible is what Aristotelian and Whiteheadian process philosophy call ‘actualisation,’ though, of course, the precise mechanics of how this happens differ. They can, despite other differences, agree on this much. 


Brown tries to reject the notions of potential and the actualization of potentials in Buddhist thought, but his presentation is not very convincing. He writes, “Rather there is a progression from a phase of inception to one of termination.”
 The problem is obvious: how can there be a “progression” – which requires orderly and related change towards a goal – without there being actualization, without, that is, the appearance of a sequence of changing but related phenomena which were previously relatively nonexistent? Brown adds, “The Buddhist moment does not progress towards realization.”
 Granting this to be true of the a single moment, it does not mean that “realization” does not take place through a sequence of related moments as obviously happens when – to use the popular Buddhist illustrative device – the seed turns into a sprout. In other words, the single moment may not in itself show any realization, but that does not prevent a related sequence of moments from doing so, each moment being slightly different from its predecessor and leading towards a particularly important moment. Lest it be argued that all moments are equally important, we hasten to note that the attainment of nirvana and parinirvana are obviously not moments ‘like the other.’ If they were,  they would not be especially sought goals. 

In Buddhism potentials also appear in the Mahayana’s tathagatagarbha doctrine, according to which every being contains within it the perfect Buddha-nature. The Buddha states, 
All beings, though they find themselves with all sorts of klesas [defilements or imperfections] have a tathagatagarbha that is eternally unsullied and that is replete with virtues no different

from my own.
  

The Mahaparinirvana Sutra states that “The tathagata [Buddha] says that all beings possess the Buddha nature.”
 The problem is that the Buddha-nature is obscured by ignorance and the various defilements but that the recovery of the Buddha-nature always remains possible: “the true self of the Buddha Nature is like the diamond which cannot be crushed out.”
 In other words, the Buddha-nature remains potential in relationship to the actual ignorant and defiled entity. It is potentially but not actually revealed and, in the case of humans, it is potentially active in the conduct of their lives. Enlightenment involves actualising the potential appearance of the Buddha-nature. The concept of ‘potential’ is also present in Buddhism in the teachings about nirvana: the whole purpose of the Buddha’s message is that we all have the potential to attain nirvana if we sincerely and persistently follow His advice. If we lacked such potential, His teaching would have no point. The same line of reasoning applies to the teaching that we all have the potential to become arhats (Theravada) or bodhisattvas (Mahayana). The foregoing explication makes it clear that the concept of ‘potential’ is an integral part of at least significant portions of Buddhist ontology. 
9. From Anicca to Dukka

From a Buddhist perspective, the impermanence of existence is an inherently unsatisfactory situation. Such is the meaning of the First Noble Truth, that life is dukka or unsatisfactory; this is the foundation upon which rests the Buddha’s entire teaching for without it, the rest would be pointless. The Four Noble Truths and the Eightfold Noble Path are nothing other than a guide to remedying the dukka of an ever-changing existence. Ultimately we cannot find satisfaction, rest or ease in attachment to the fluctuating things of the phenomenal world, which includes not just external entities but also our idea of self, temporary pleasures, various emotions, wealth, prestige and, in the case of monks and nuns, even our families.
  “The only real stability therefore lies in nirvana just because . . . . nirvana precisely is not the torrent of samsara.”
 As The Samyutta-nikaya says, “The stopping of becoming is nirvana.”
 Because there is no satisfaction in these things, we must become detached from them all. This is very much in accordance with the Bahá’í Writings, for as ‘Abdu'l-Bahá says,

You see all round you proofs of the inadequacy of material things--how joy, comfort, peace and consolation are not to be found in the transitory things of the world.

He admonishes us, “let not your hearts be fettered by the material things of this world.”
 Indeed, the issue of attachment is so important in the Bahá’í Writings, that `Abdu'l-Bahá explains the entire myth of Adam and Eve and the Garden of Eden, that is, the story of our spiritual lives, in terms of it.
 He says, “It is because of this attachment that men

have been deprived of essential spirituality and exalted position.

9.1 Escaping Dukka to Nirvana


Because Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith see attachment to the phenomenal world as the source of our difficulties, does not mean that they a pessimistic religions.
  They do not deny that that happiness can ever be found, but rather, that happiness can be found by relying on that which is ever-changing.
 Therefore, it comes as no surprise that both Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith draw the identical conclusion that to escape perpetual unsatisfactoriness, we must abandon our attachments to the transitory phenomenal world and strive for that which is unconditioned and unchanging.
 In Buddhism we see the start of this process with the Second Noble Truth, viz. that the cause of the unsatisfactoriness of life is attachment to that which implacably changes.  We try to grasp and hold on to that which is inherently changing and, therefore, cannot help being hurt and disappointed. The Third Noble Truth then tells us that despite this situation, happiness, that is, the cessation of suffering is attainable by detachment. 

To escape the unsatisfactoriness originating in perpetual change, allows only one logical solution: to seek refuge with something completely unconditioned, and changeless. 

Among Buddhists that sought-after unconditioned state is nirvana
 which the Buddha describes in the following words: 

There is, monks, that plane where there is neither extension or . . . motion . . .nor 

That of neither-perception-nor non-perception, neither this world nor another . . . 

that is itself the end of suffering.

There is, monks, an unborn, a not-become, a not-made, a not-compounded. If, monks, there were not this unborn, not-become, not-made, not-compounded, there would not here be an escape from the born, the  become, the made, the compounded. But because there is an unborn, a not-become, a not-made, a not-compounded, therefore there is an escape from the born, the become, the made, the compounded.

Here we see a description of nirvana as a state that is completely unconditioned by anything external and completely unchanging from within. It has no origin, no process of becoming and no dissolution because it is not compounded. Ontologically speaking, it is the opposite of the phenomenal world – and, therefore, qualifies as a true refuge. 

The Buddha also describes nirvana as 

the far shore, the subtle, the very difficult to see, the unaging, the stable, the undisintegrating, the unmanifest, the unproliferated, the peaceful, the deathless , the sublime, the auspicious, the secure, the destruction of craving, the wonderful, the amazing, the unailing, the unailing state, the unafflicted, dispassion, purity, freedom, the unadhesive, the island, the shelter, the asylum, the refuge...”

Here, in contrast to the previous description, we see nirvana described in largely positive, even poetic, terms and even the negatives such as “unailing” are descriptions of the positive. This should not surprise us too much since, contrary to popular impressions, there was “within Buddhism a long tradition of positive language about nirvana.”

10. A Closer Look at Nirvana 


According to The Encyclopedia of Eastern Philosophy and Religion, nirvana is 

“the departure from the cycle of rebirths . . . and entry into an entirely different mode of existence. It requires the overcoming of the three unwholesome roots – desire, hatred and delusion – and the coming to an end of active volition. . . . Nirvana is unconditioned.”

We take note here of a theme whose importance will become evident later: nirvana is not

annihilation but rather “a different mode of existence.” In keeping with this positive characterization of nirvana, The Lankvatara Sutra says, “Nirvana does not consist of mere annihilation”
 for if it did, the Buddha would have fallen into the extreme of nihilism when it is His mission to have “all beings free from the notion of being [realism or eternalism] and of non-being [which is nihilism or annihilationism].”
 We shall touch on this topic again when we examine the concept of selflessness or anatman. 

Radhakrishnan, for example, writes, “That Buddha means only extinction of false desires and not all existence comes from a large number of passages. Nirvana is only the destruction of the fires of lust, hatred and ignorance.”
 (We are, in this case, discussing Upadhissa nirvana, i.e. nirvana in which the passions are calmed but the human being remains in this world.)  D.T. Suzuki informs us nirvana is not only the “destruction of selfish-desires”
 but also the “annihilation of the notion of ego-substance and of all the desires that arise from erroneous conception.”
 But the destruction of those ego desires that attach us to the transitory phenomenal world is not necessarily negative. After all, ““the removal of darkness does not bring desolation, but means enlightenment and order and peace.” 
 As such it marks the end of suffering which is rooted in desire for things of phenomenal world.
 Seen positively, nirvana thus signifies the beginning of freedom by means of ending of unsatisfactory phenomenal transitory attachments.  This is shown by David J Kalupahana’s statement that “The waning of influxes (asavakkaya), which is a synonym for freedom (nibbana [nirvana]) therefore presents the elimination of the defiling tendencies once and for all.”
 

10.1 Nirvana and the  Bahá’í Writings

The Bahá’í Faith appears to have no obvious counterpart to the concept of nirvana, since nirvana has as one of its effects  the end of the karmic cycle of death and re-birth whereas the Bahá’í Writings reject reincarnation and transmigration.
 However, if we focus on what nirvana actually is, a condition or state of being characterized by the end of attachment to worldly desires and the attainment of freedom from the transitory phenomenal world,  then the distance between Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith is, perhaps, not so great. For example, Bahá’ís are advised to heed “The angelic Voice [that]  is raised and, even as the roaring of the leviathan, soundeth the call to selflessness and evanescence.”
 Furthermore, we are told that “man must become evanescent in God. Must forget his own selfish conditions that he may thus arise to the station of sacrifice.”
 Evanescence’, of course, refers to the process of  dissipating or disappearing into vapour – and this is exactly what should happen to our worldly and selfish attachments if we focus our being on the Kingdom and God. Indeed, Bahá’ís are admonished to “Cast away that which ye possess, and, on the wings of detachment, soar beyond all created things.”
 The word “soar” suggests that doing so will bring us into a new, free and more enlightened condition. The association of a special spiritual state or condition with detachment is also evident in the following quotation:

Make me to quaff, O my Lord, from the fingers of Thy bounteousness the living waters which have enabled every one that hath partaken of them to rid himself of all attachment to any one save Thee, and to soar into the atmosphere of detachment from all Thy creatures, and to fix his gaze upon Thy loving providence and Thy manifold gifts.

Here we see a petition to partake in a state of detachment  which allows us to soar  beyond attachment to created things and to focus our consciousness on the work of God.  

`Abdu'l-Bahá tells us that 

Entrance into the Kingdom is through the love of God, through detachment,

through holiness and chastity, through truthfulness, purity, steadfastness, faithfulness and the sacrifice of life.

Reflection shows that all of these virtues require detachment in some form, from our bodily desires, from our animal natures, from weakness, from petty advantage and even 

from life itself. Without these virtues we cannot attain the Kingdom, which may

be understood as a psychological or spiritual condition that is focussed on God. In a similar vein, `Abdu'l-Bahá writes, 

Is it not then foolishness to refuse to seek these treasures where they may be found? The doors of the spiritual Kingdom are open to all, and without is absolute darkness.

Here, we notice, the “spiritual Kingdom” is presented as a place of enlightenment 

surrounded by darkness. Ultimately, of course, the unchanging, eternal God is the  guarantor of the peace 
we find in the “spiritual Kingdom” and it is towards Him we are turning. In the Kingdom, as in nirvana,
the former captive of attachment will find freedom,
 a freedom that is emphasized by the image of the “wings of detachment”
 which is found in the Writings along with frequent references to detachment from the material, i.e. relative and conditioned world. He says, furthermore,  

A man living with his thoughts in this Kingdom knows perpetual joy. The ills all flesh is heir to do not pass him by, but they only touch the surface of his life, the depths are calm and serene.
 

In other words, this man is free of the troubles of an ever-changing world and has attained a deep calm that mitigates whatever superficial difficulties may harass him. Thus, in both Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith, one finds refuge from relentless change in

a state or condition in which there is a “’calming of all conditioned things, giving up all defilements’,”
 as well as “the extinction of desire ragakkhayo), the extintction of hatred (dosakkhayo), the extinction of illusion (mohakkhayo).”
 We must remember, of course, that the “extinction of illusion” is not the absolute annihilation of self. We shall have more to say of this later when exploring the concept of the tathagatagarbha. 

It would seem therefore that as long as we bear in mind that nirvana is not annihilation, the underlying similarity between Buddhist nirvana and the Bahá’í  “spiritual Kingdom” and “evanescence” is clearly evident. Both religions share an intense emphasis on detachment from this transitory world and a quest for freedom from its vicissitudes by attaining a spiritual condition or state that is completely unconditioned and unchanging. However, while the concepts of nirvana, the Kingdom or evanescence may be similar, Bahá’ís reject the notion that the Kingdom is to be sought by a retreat 

into a monastery from daily life in the world. This is more in keeping with the Mahayana

and its ideal of the bodhisattva who works in the world for the deliverance of all sentient 

beings than it is with the Theravada idea of the arhat who concentrates on seeking his own salvation, in strict accordance with the injunction given by the Buddha, “Work out 

your own salvation with diligence.”
 

11. The Ontology of Nirvana

It may, however, be objected that while seeking refuge in nirvana is comparable to ‘evanescence’, it cannot be compared to seeking refuge in God or the “spiritual Kingdom” of the Bahá’í Writings. God, after all, is an ontological entity and the “spiritual Kingdom” may well be interpreted as such. However, with nirvana matters are not so clear since the very beginnings of academic Buddhology, a variety of scholars have understood nirvana quite differently.
 This is because to understand the ontology of nirvana according to the Buddha’s middle way, that is, “between existence and non-existence, between annihilationism and eternalism.”
   

For example, according to David J. Kalupahana it is “untenable”
 to 

refer to nirvana as a metaphysical reality, something absolute, eternal and uncompounded, and hence a noumenal behind the phenomenal.

He rejects those who see it as an “ultimate Reality”
 yet among those doing so are the great scholars Walpola Rahula, Edward Conze and D.T. Suzuki. According to Rahula, 

human language is too poor to express the real nature of the Absolute Truth or Ultimate Reality which is Nirvana.

In making his point, Rahula refers extensively to the Dhatuvibhanga-sutta (# 140) of the Majjhima-nikaya to support his claim. In his explication of chapter 5 of The Diamond Sutra, one of Buddhism’s most important documents, Conze writes “In his true reality the Buddha is not produced by anything. . .”
 This means that the true Buddha, the Dharmakaya, unlike all other phenomena, has a “special status of an Absolute which is in itself uncaused and unconditioned.”
 The renowned scholar D.T. Suzuki has a similar view, telling us that nirvana “has acquired several shades of meaning, some psychological and ontological.”
  He sees “Absolute Nirvana”
 as a “synonym of the Dharmakaya,”
 which, as Dharmakaya “is not only a subjective state of enlightenment but an objective power through whose operation this beatific state becomes attainable.”
 the Dharmakaya is one of the names by which the Suchness, “the ultimate principle of existence,” 
 is known especially when it is considered “as the fountain-head of life and wisdom.”
 In other words, the attainment of nirvana is the attainment of Dharmakaya  and since Dharmakaya has an ontological aspect, (as a fountainhead, as an objective power) so perforce, does nirvana. Suzuki even claims that Nagarjuna’s Mulamadhyamikakarika “speaks of Nirvana as a synonym of Dharmakaya,”
 that is as something that “is eternally immaculate in its essence and constitutes the truth and reality of all existences.”
 For his part, Edward Conze writes, that among other things, nirvana is “power, bliss, and happiness, the secure refuge. . . that it is the real Truth and the supreme Reality, that it is the Good. . .”
 Here, too, we observe that nirvana has ontological aspects, being a “power,” the “real Truth” and the “supreme Reality.” More recently, Buddhologist Steven Collins also declares that nirvana “is a real external and timeless Existent, not merely a concept….It is ontologically, . . .”
 a view reflected by Alfred Scheepers, who writes that “Nirvana is a real existent, it is not a nought.”
 This view can also be reinforced by referring back to the quotations from Udana 80-81.  In conclusion, it seems reasonable to assert that a comparison between seeking refuge with an unconditioned ontologically real entity, called in one case, God, and an unconditioned, ontologically real entity called in another case, nirvana  (or Dharmakaya
) is a genuine similarity.  

12. Buddhism and God or the Godhead


This brings us to a related issue, namely, if nirvana is not only ontologically real but, unlike all other things, is unconditioned and independent of everything other than itself, does Buddhism recognise God or a godhead or ground of being in some way? More precisely, is there anything that is unconditioned by any of the twelve known causal factors involved in dependent origination? 
  Dependent origination, which we shall examine in more detail later, is the Buddha’s concept that all entities or realities of whatever kind, or dharmas (dhammas) arise and cease strictly in relationship to other realities and have no independent being of their own.
 They are strictly relative. In other words, all dharmas or realities are fundamentally inter-dependent or inter-related, that is, conditioned by others. Dependent origination is so important that the Buddha said, “Whoever sees Dependent Origination sees the Dhamma [teaching or law]”
 and that whoever sees the Dhamma [teaching or law] is “one who is at the very door of the Deathless.”
 Nothing it would seem, can escape it; nothing can be unconditioned and non-relative. Or is that really the case? 


Clouding this issue even more is the question of how God is to be conceived – and as we shall see, that will in some cases dictate our answer. God may be thought of as the Person Who creates the world and rules over the universe. God may be seen metaphysically as the First and Unmoved Mover as in the works of Aristotle, or God may be seen as the unknowable ground of being on which all being depends. Furthermore, God may be seen as pure being, the only real existent or an unknowable force. The universe itself could be seen as God as in Spinoza’s pantheism. Or, there could be a panentheistic concept of God, in which God is both immanent in some respects and transcendent in others. What this variety of conceptions of God shows is that simple, unqualified answers to any questions about theism and Buddhism are not likely to be helpful. 

12.1 Buddhism and Agnosticism

Perhaps the most unexpected position in the debate about theism and Buddhism  is held by the  well-known Buddhist scholar, Stephen Batchelor, who believes Buddhism advocates what he calls a “deep agnosticism”
 which is not to be confused with superficial, merely intellectual scepticism:

It’s recognizing that, I do not know in a very passionate way, in a passionate sense, where, perhaps we find our deepest integrity as human beings. So it’s not just something that one would periodically reflect upon, but really something that one 

brings to heart, that I do not really know where I did come from. I do not really

know where I am going. I do not really know what will happen after death.

He repeats this position in a talk entitled “The Agnostic Buddhist.”
 As the title of his

talk indicates, he is trying to portray a Buddhism for which the existence of a God in any

form is a profound and unsolvable mystery.  Unfortunately, a reading of the sutras and various Buddhist treatises as well as scholarly literature makes this interpretation unlikely. Such sutras as the Kaccayanagotta Sutta
 notwithstanding, there is, as we shall see, simply too much theistic language in the corpus of Buddhist writings to accept agnosticism as their fundamental position. 

12.2. Buddhism and Atheism


More common is the position taken by V.A. Gunasekara, who flatly declares that both Theravada and Mahayana Buddhism reject God:

Indeed most Asian religions . . . are essentially non-theistic, in that God does not occupy the central place that is accorded to him in monotheistic religious traditions. But Buddhism goes beyond most of these other religions in that it is positively anti-theistic because the very notion of God conflicts with some principles which are fundamental to the Buddhist view of the world and the role of humans in it.

By God Gunasekara means an omnipotent and omniscient Supreme Being Who creates the universe, gives laws to humankind and acts as a final judge eternally consigning souls to heaven or hell. Buddhism not only rejects such a personal being but “also rejects the notion of an abstract God-principle operating in the universe”
  Walpola Rahula agrees, writing that humankind creates God for “self-protection, safety and security,”
 and adding “according to Buddhism, our ideas of God and Soul are false and empty.”
 D.T. Suzuki, writing of the Mahayana says, “Buddhism does not recognise the existence of a being who stands aloof from his ‘creations’ and who meddles occasionally with human affairs when his capricious will pleases him.”
 If this is atheism, then in his view, 

Buddhists readily accept that designation. According to the Dalai Lama, Buddhism believes strictly in the laws of cause and effect (karma) and for that reason has no place for a creator and voluntaristic notions of His actions. If we mix Buddhist and theistic ideas they will inevitably clash and for this reason he insists that Buddhism is “also a kind of atheism.”
 

 13. Buddhism and the Dharmakaya

Yet as David S Kalupahana points out, there was right from the beginnings of Buddhism a struggle against tendencies towards “absolutism,”
 that is, a tendency to see the Buddha as absolute, unconditioned, non-relative and beyond dependent origination. There was an impulse to see the Buddha in transcendental and absolute terms, to turn him into an ontologically superior being with complete omniscience. As a result, “ the conception of Buddha in the Mahayana caters to the psychological needs of ordinary people . . .  and, in a way, it is similar to the conception of God in many of the theistic religions . . .”
 This led to the development of the trikaya or three bodies doctrine of the Buddha. The Buddha has a  transformation or ordinary earthly body (nirmankaya) which can be perceived by the senses; this is the historical Shakyamuni Who lived around 500BCE. The second body is the samboghakaya, through which are apparent the various appearances of the Buddha preaching the Dharma to the bodhisattvas and other inhabitants of the infinite pure Buddha-lands. All our images of the Buddha are also appearances of the samboghakaya.  In his samboghakaya the Buddha manifests not only superhuman wisdom but also the thirty two major signs of perfection and the eighty lesser features of excellence.
 The third body is the Dharmakaya, the absolutely true nature or essence of the Buddha, which is unconditioned by dependent origination
, and which “universally responds to the spiritual needs of all sentient beings in all times and in all places. . .”
 Lest it be thought that Dharmakaya is not ontologically real, Asvaghosa himself says that “suchness or Dharmakaya in its self-nature [svabhava] is not a nothing [shunyata]”
 which  is why Suzuki, in his notes to Asvaghosa, concludes that  “Dharmakaya . . . signifies that which constitutes the ultimate foundation of existence, one great whole in which all forms of individuation are obliterated, in a word, the Absolute.”
 In his history of the concept of the Buddha, contemporary scholar Guang Xing notes that 

the eternal and universal Dharmakaya became the basis of the infinite world as well as the pure nature of all phenomena  . . . Thus the dharmakaya ontologically became the principle of the  universe since it is identified with the tatha, the true nature of all dharmas.

Later he adds, “First, the dharmakaya is the non-dual reality, the impersonal principle of the universe and ontologically the foundation and support of everything.”
 From this it is clear that the Dharmakaya is or functions positively as a ground of being, as that which must necessarily exist in order for all other things to be. This, of course, is precisely the ontological function of God in the Bahá’í Writings, and, for that matter in Judaism, Christianity and Islam. 
Moreover, in reference to Buddhist teachings about emptiness, Asvaghosa says, “Suchness or Dharmakaya is not empty but is endowed with numberless excellent qualities.”
  Since emptiness and relativity are the attributes of all things subject to dependent origination, not being empty makes the Dharmakaya unlike any other kind of being. Not being subject to dependent origination  or the twelve causes, also means that it neither arises nor ceases, that is, it is eternal and hence not subject to dukka or unsatisfactoriness, is free of ignorance, grasping and the body.  As Guang Xing points out, it is “lacking movement, change, thought and even action”
 in a manner reminiscent of the Bahai statement that God is beyond “ascent and descent, egress and regress.”
 Like God in the Bahá’í Writings, the Dharmakaya 
is also empty of all finite attributes.
 One of the major sutras, The Lion’s Roar of Queen Srimala states
The Dharmakaya of the Tathagata [Buddha] is named ‘cessation of suffering’ and 

it is beginningless, uncreate, unborn, undying, free from death, permanent,

steadfast, calm, eternal, intrinsically pure, free from defilement-store, . . .


Given the teachings about the Dharmakaya demonstrated above, it is reasonable to conclude that at least some branches of Buddhism developed a concept of an Absolute that strongly resembles ontological – not theological – descriptions of God as an ontologically real ground of being, unchanging and immutable, timeless, unaffected or unconditioned by anything other than Himself. In Tibetan Buddhism, for example, this view is represented by the Jo nang pa school  which accepts  the gzhan stong, or “other-empty” teaching according to which “emptiness” means a lack to extrinsically imposed qualities or defilements. (This view competes with the rang stong  or “self-empty” tradition of the well known dGe lug  school which sees “emptiness” as intrinsic emptiness, or a lack of qualities altogether.) Thus, for the Jo nang pa school, the Dharmakaya may still have attributes, but they are not dependent on or imposed by others. For this reason, the Dharmakaya 
is an ultimate reality, and Absolute, something which really, inherently exists. It is eternal, unchanging, an element which exists in all sentient beings and is the same, absolutely the same in
obscuration and enlightenment.

Here, too, we observe a more than passing resemblance to the ontological attributes of God. The only question arises regarding the Dharmakaya’s presence in all beings, but even this bears some similarity to the Writings’ reference to the names of God being present in each created thing.
 In both cases, the Absolute is universally present, albeit in different ways. 

The various teachings about the Dharmakaya effectively undermine any description of Buddhism as atheistic in any straightforward and unqualified way. Such a description may be used rhetorically to emphasise differences with religions which portray Gods, Who interfere directly in history and have human personalities. But in that case the conflict is not so much about the existence of God, or the Absolute or universal ground of being as it is about the image of God or the Absolute. Ontologically speaking, calling Buddhism as a whole atheistic is an unjustifiable overgeneralization 

14. Suchness


Another term for the Absolute in Buddhist literature is “Suchness’ which in this case refers to the nature of things and in this case, to the nature of the reality as a whole. Rather than more explicit description, ‘Suchness’ is used to because when discussing the nature of things we are at the limit of verbalization. This term herlps overcome this inherent limitation of the mind. According to The Awakening of Faith, 

The essence of Suchness is, from the beginningless beginning, endowed with the "perfect state of purity". It is provided with suprarational functions and the nature of manifesting itself (literally, the nature of making the world of object). Through the force of this permeation, it induces a man to loathe the suffering of samsara, to seek bliss in Nirvana and, believing that he has the principle of Suchness within him, to make up his mind to exert himself..... 

This passage makes it clear that Suchness is not subject to arising and ceasing – it is beginningless – ,  it has special mental powers and it manifests itself in the creation of the world., a concept not far removed from the Bahá’í  teaching of creation by emanation. It also shows that in some way Suchness is effective in calling upon humans to abandon the painfully transitory world. Here, too, we see ‘God-functions’ in regards to being beyond time, having special epistemological capacities and a world creative function. This too suggests that judgments of Buddhism as atheistic are over-generalizations. All of these attributes are compatible with the Bahá’í concept of God. 

Asvaghosa also says, 

From the beginning, Suchness in its nature is fully provided with all excellent qualities; namely, it is endowed with the light of great wisdom, the qualities of illuminating the entire universe, of true cognition and mind pure in its self-nature; of eternity, bliss, Self, and purity; of refreshing coolness, immutability, and freedom. It is endowed with these excellent qualities which outnumber the sands of the Ganges, which are not independent of, disjointed from, or different from the essence of Suchness, and which are suprarational attributes of Buddhahood. Since it is endowed completely with all these, and is not lacking anything, it is called the Tathagata-garbha when latent and also the Dharmakaya of the Tathagata.

Asvaghosa assures us that “Suchness or the Dharmakaya is not empty, but is endowed with “excellent qualities” which Bahá’í s might understand as the divinely revealed Names of God. Again we note that many of these qualities are those that other religions associate with God or at least an Absolute of some kind. They are also the attributes of all Buddhas. 

 The Lankavatara Sutra goes much further than this

When appearances and names are put away and all discrimination ceases, that

which remains is the true and essential nature of things and, as nothing can be predicated as to the nature of essence, it is called the "Suchness" of Reality. This universal, undifferentiated, inscrutable, "Suchness" is the only Reality but it is variously characterised by Truth, Mind-essence, Transcendental Intelligence, Noble Wisdom, etc. This Dharma of the imagelessness of the Essence-nature of Ultimate Reality is the Dharma which has been proclaimed by all the Buddhas, and when all things are understood in full agreement with it, one is in possesion of Perfect Knowledge, and is on his way to the attainment of the Transcendental Intelligence of the Tathagatas.

This passage clearly shows that Suchness is the Ultimate Reality, which is “inscrutable”, that is unknowable to humankind and has been known to all Buddhas, or, as Bahá’ís 

would say, to all Manifestations, Who have by implication, all taught essentially the same thing. Thus, we find in this passage hints of the Bahá’í doctrine of progressive revelation. There is nothing here that conflicts with Bahá’í teachings about God. 

15. Tathagatagarbha


Yet another ‘entity’ that is invested with God-like or Absolute-like qualities is the Tathagatagarbha which is often referred to as the Buddha-nature. According to The Tathagatagarbha Sutra, every sentient being has within it the real potential to liberate itself from the conditioned world and from its own defilements and to attain its Buddha-nature in other words, attain nirvana.
  The Buddha says, 


Yet I also see that within


The dust of ignorance of all beings,


The Tathagata nature [Buddha nature] sits motionless,


Great and indestructible.

The Buddha then compares every sentient being to an “impoverished, vile, ugly [woman] hated by others who bears a noble son in her womb.”
 For our purposes what is important about the Tathagatagarbha is that it is equivalent to Suchness and the Dharmakaya: “Since it [Suchness] is endowed completely with all these, and is not lacking anything, it [Suchness] is called the Tathagata-garbha when latent and also the Dharmakaya of the Tathagata.”
 In other words, Suchness and Tathagatagarbha theory admit “the existence of something basic (dhatu) as the ground for all ephemeral phenomena.”
 They refer to a ground of being, to some kind of noumenal reality all phenomena need in order to be whatever they are. As Queen Scrimala says, “Lord, samsara is based on the Tathagatgarbha.”  And adds 

Lord, the Tathagatagarbha is not born, does not die, does not pass away to become reborn. The Tathagatagarbha excludes the realm with the characteristic of the constructed. The Tathagatagarbha is permanent, steadfast, eternal. Therefore the Tathagatagarbha is the support, the holder, the base of constructed [Buddha natures] that are nondiscrete, not dissociated, and knowing as liberated from the stores [of defilement] . . . the Tathagatagarbha has ultimate existence without beginning or end, has an unborn and undying nature, and experiences suffering; hence it is worthy of the Tathagatagarbha to have aversion towards suffering as well as longing, eagerness, and aspiration towards Nirvana. 

Here it is evident that the Tathagatagrabha has been given a super-natural or transcendental personality, not to mention as function as the ground of being. As The Ratnagotravibhaga says of the Tathagatagarbha, 


The Essence that exists since beginningless time


Is the foundation of all elements,


Owing to its existence, all Phenomenal Life (gati)


As well as the acquisition of Nirvana exists.

 In addition to the attributes that other religions assign to God, the Tathagatagarbha is also portrayed as having an ‘emotional life’, suffering, compassion, and longing like all other sentient beings. This is not at all unlike God as portrayed in Abrahamic religions and the Bahá’í Writings. 

16. ‘Absolutist’ Descriptions of the Buddha 

The descriptions of the Buddha(s) is another way in which personal attributes of a supramundane or God-like being find their way into Buddhism.  As we have already seen, “the Buddha in the Mahayana scriptures is not an ordinary human being walking in a sensuous world; he is altogether dissimilar.”
 According to Paul Williams, “The Buddha was never simply a human being, and is not seen that way by any Buddhist tradition.”
 In a manner reminiscent of the God portrayed in the Abrahamic religions and the Bahá’í Faith, but unlike Theravada Buddhism, The Lotus Sutra for example, portrays the Buddha as a supernatural being whose life span is limitless and whose supernatural powers “are immeasurable, boundless, inconceivable.”
 The Buddha then adds, “The Buddhas, saviors of the world abide in their great transcendental power.”
 The Buddha points out that He can appear in various places and preach to humankind under various names, an idea that bears remarkable affinities to the Bahá’í doctrine of progressive revelation. He also says 


by an expedient means I appear to enter nirvana


but in truth I do not pass into extinction.


I am always here, preaching the Law [Dharma] 


I am always here 

through my transcendental power

In other words his historical nirvana and historical death (mahaparinirvana) are simply appearances that lead us to salvation; moreover, like all other savior figures he is always present to help us. Indeed, later He says, “I am the father of this world,”
 and, indeed, “the father of all living beings.”
 Furthermore, other sutras
 present the Buddha as a world-creating being whose worlds are variously called “Buddha fields,” “paradise” or “Buddha lands” by projecting them from His mind and becoming the teacher to those beings living in that world. In this case, we have here a portrait of the Buddha acting like the creator God of the Bahá’í Faith and the other Abrahamic religions. 

17. The Alaya-vijnana or Mind


Although some authors favour a strictly epistemological or phenomenological interpretation of  the Yogacara doctrine of Mind or Consciousness or Alaya-vijnana, others, D.T. Suzuki foremost among them, recognise that strong ontological aspects of these terms impel us to understand them as real entities.
  In his introduction to The Lankavatara Sutra, D.T. Suzuki writes, 


Our ordinary experience takes this world for something that has its "self-nature", i.e. existing by itself. [independently] But a higher intuition tells us that this is not so, that it is an illusion, and that what really exists is Mind, which being absolute knows no second. All that we see and hear and think of as objects of the vijnanas are what rise and disappear in and of the Mind-only. This absolute Mind is also called in The Lankavatara the Dharma of Solitude (vivikta-dhama), because it stands by itself. It also signifies the Dharma's being absolutely quiescent.

The ontological language is unmistakable: the Mind “really exists,” is “absolute” and is the ground on which all objects of thought appear. For example, The Lankavatara Sutra says, 

if you say that there is no tathagata-garbha known as alayavijnana, there will be neither the rising nor the disappearing [of an external world of multiplicities] in the absence of the tathagata-garbha known as alayavijnana. 

Let is note in passing that the alaya-vijnana is here explicitly identified with the Tathagatgarbha which we have already seen is absolute. Here we see the alaya-vijnana functioning as a ground of being for the external world. The importance of the alaya-vijnana becomes apparent when we consider its other name: the store-house consciousness. As the deepest, most profound of the three levels of mind, the Alaya-viojnana or store-house consciousness gathers all the “seeds” of human actions (out of which still more seeds grow) which form the basis of karma. In other words, the world in which we find ourselves is conditioned by our own intentional karmic past.  Furthermore, the Alaya-vijnana is often compared to an ocean and the phenomenal world of multiplicities are the waves tossed up by the winds of ignorance. (This is the ignorance of not knowing that the ocean and waves, all the multiplicities are one.) The Buddha says, 

99. Like waves that rise on the ocean stirred by the wind, dancing and without interruption,

100. The Alaya-ocean in a similar manner is constantly stirred by the winds of objectivity, and is seen dancing about with the Vijnanas which are the waves of multiplicity
.

“The winds of objectivity” mentioned here are the winds of ignorance because, according to Yogacara philosophy, in objectivity we (mistakenly) think we are distinct from apparently other things; the vijnanas are the moments of consciousness. Each of them arises and then sinks back down into the sea, replenishing the alaya-vijnana with more karma ‘seeds.’ Here too we find a teaching that portrays the alaya-vijnana, like Consciousness or Mind, as the ground of being, as that from which everything arises and to which everything returns. Another image of this Universal Consciousness portrays it as an eternal, boundless ‘stream of dharmas’ or mind continuum call citta-santana. “It is the sole substratum of the transmigration in samsara.”
Here, too, the apparently objective things of the multifarious world are simply temporary ‘waves’ that will return to their source and become one with the Universal Mind. However, we must not think that the ‘stream of dharmas’ or the alaya-vijnana is somehow unreal. As Richard King says 

it must be stressed that for the Yogacarin there is ‘something there’(viz. the paratantric flow) which constitutes the ‘raw material’ of our experience, although in the final analysis this is merely a fruition of seeds by past consciousness activity (karman).

In other words, a real – albeit changing – substrate, an Absolute or ground of being, underlies the appearance of dharmas in at least one major interpretation of the Mahayana Yogacara philosophy. Here, too, we observe that although Buddhism does not recognise a distinct, personal creator God on Whom the existence of the world (however it may be conceived) depends, it has so to speak assigned many of this God’s functions to other entities, such as the Tathagatagarbha or the Buddhas with supernatural powers of creation and compassion.  Thus, it seems inaccurate to say that Buddhism is a non-theistic religion since the Mahayana at least recognises an unconditioned Absolute and a ground of being that manifests Itself through the personality of the Buddha(s) as proclaimed by the Three Body (trikaya) doctrine. 

18 . The Trikaya and the Bahá’í Concept of  Manifestations
Let us recall the trikaya doctrine: the Buddha’s nirmankaya or historical, earthly body; his sambhogakaya in which the Buddha appears in the infinite Buddha-lands and in our conceptions of Him and the Dharamkaya or the transcendent ultimate truth, the “indestructible essence of Buddhahood.”
 The fact that it is “indestructible” means that it is not subject to dependent origination, is the unconditioned ground of being and is, therefore, absolutely real. “Dharmakaya . . . signifies that which constitutes the ultimate foundation of existence, one great whole in which all forms of individuation are obliterated, in a word, the Absolute.”
  It is clearly an exception to dependent origination. 

To what extent can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate the trikaya doctrine? In such a comparison, the Dharmakaya as the Absolute, the ground of all being or God in His ontological function, obviously functions as the counterpart of God Who emanates/creates everything other than Himself. As we have observed above, the Dharmakaya is the uncreated, pure, unconditioned unchanging foundation necessary to the existence of everything else. In other words, like God, the Dharmakaya is omnipresent, and by logical extension, omniscient though utterly transcendent. In the words of the Bahá’í Writings, “No thing have I perceived, except that I perceived God within it, God before it, or God after it."
 It is also endowed with all good attributes
 (it is not empty) and “universally responds to the spiritual needs of all sentient beings in all times and in all places. . .”
 The Dharmakaya, like God, is also compassionate and fulfills our needs, though not always in the ways we expect our would like. Ultimately, “the dharmakaya is free from all intellectual constructs (yikalpa) and is in fact inconceivable,”
 a belief that corresponds perfectly with the Bahá’í belief in the essential unknowability of God. Although some scholars assert the absence of any transcendental or divine entity at all in Buddhism, no less a scholar than D.T. Suzuki speaks directly of “God or the religious object of Buddhism.,”
 and his statement that  

Buddhism must not be judged as an atheism which endorses an agnostic, materialistic interpretation of the universe. Far from it. Buddhism outspokenly acknowledges the presence in the world of a reality which transcends the limitations of phenomenality but which is nevertheless immanent everywhere . . .
 

Suzuki’s intellectual convictions about God in Buddhism is so strong that he sees even the Madhyamaka who claim to reject all positive statements about ontology as a form of “pantheism.”


Moreover, there is a clear similarity between the Buddhist concept of nirmankaya (rupakaya), that is, the Buddha’s body appearing in time and space and the Bahá’í concept of the second, human station of the Manifestation in which the Manifestation appears like any other human being and suffers the vicissitudes of existence. Bahá'u'lláh refers to this as “the station of distinction, [which] pertaineth to the world of creation, and to the limitations thereof.”
 In this station, all the various Buddhas or Manifestations are different since they appear in various places and differing sociological, economic and cultural circumstances. According to Bahá’í teaching, when we speak of different Manifestations such as Buddha or Bahá'u'lláh, we are viewing Them in Their station of distinction. It is through this station that beings of the phenomenal world come to know God. 
However, we must be sure to dissociate Bahá’í concepts from any suggestion that the Manifestation is an incarnation of God as suggested by TRV Murti in his claim that the nirmankaya of the Buddha “is a deliberate descent of the Divinity, incarnating Itself as human being.”
 Under no circumstances do the Bahá’í Writings accept the notion that God Himself, in His Essence, appears as a phenomenal being. (That said, we hasten to add that it is not clear how literally Murti meant us to take the word “incarnation,”since he also describes the Buddha as an “emanation of the Absolute” 
 – that being a concept incompatible with incarnation.) What is clear, however, is that both the  Bahá’í Writings and Buddhism share a manifestationist theology in which the Absolute, be it called  God or the Dharmakaya, is revealed – to the limits allowed by human capacity – by the Manifestation. 

On the subject of the samboghakaya, the subject of congruencies between Buddhism and the 
Bahá’í Writings becomes more difficult because, among other things, the samboghakaya itself has been characterised so differently by various writers. For example, some characterise it as the ‘body’ or condition produced by the Buddha’s merit,
 others assert that “there must in the infinite universe, be buddhas now teaching in their pure lands and Buddha fields”
 each appearing in Their own samboghakayas in a way appropriate to that world. We can access these Buddhas through meditation and thus our images of the Buddha are also manifestations of His samboghakaya or His transcendental “Body of Enjoyment [bliss].”
 In this body, which possesses the thirty-two major marks of a Buddha, the Buddha also preaches to the infinite number of bodhisattvas in their Buddha-lands or ‘heavens.’ 

In the Bahá’í Writings, there is no formal concept that directly corresponds to the samboghakaya, although there is a concept that bears a certain resemblance to it. According to the Writings, all believers (and cultures) have their own image of God and the Manifestation, images to which they are entitled and which do no harm as long as they do not try to impose them on others and realise these are man-made images, valid for ourselves alone and mere devices to aid spiritual growth. They are not ontological realities. In other words, they are simply examples of what the Buddha calls “skilful means,” fictional heuristic devices that facilitate the discovery of truth.  According to the Writings, if we confuse the image with the reality to which it refers, then we have fallen prey to “vain imaginings”
 which will become like a “veil that interveneth between man and the recognition of the Lord, his God.”
 Moreover, unlike the samboghakaya in Mahayana Buddhism, these personal and cultural images have no transcendental aspect or function; they do not exist or function in a separate ontological realm. 
For its part, Buddhism does not seem to possess a formal notion of what the Bahá’í Writings call “the station of pure abstraction and essential unity”
 in which all the Manifestations are one. However, Buddhism recognises that there have been many Buddhas and that these are all essentially one; the Avatamsaka Sutra says, “ ‘The Buddhas of the past, present and future are but one dharmakaya.’ ”
 In this case dharmakaya – a complex term – refers to be the eternal, unchanging Buddha's spiritual body.  Again, the Avtamsaka Sutra says,  “ ‘It should bee known that all Buddhas one but one dharmakaya.’ ”
 Thus, it would seem that  Buddhism recognises the concept of what the Bahá’í Writings call the station of essential unity. 

 However, this does not definitively answer the question of whether or not the Buddha is 
ontologically distinct from ordinary human beings. While the Theravada tends to portray the Buddha as a human being like any other, the Mahayana places emphasis on the Buddha’s superhuman qualities.
 Certainly in His nirmankaya aspect He was like all other human beings and subject to anicca or impermanence, but His eternal existence as described in the Lotus Sutra and His special powers – described in dramatic detail in many Mahayana sutras – leave no doubt that the Buddha was more than a simple, ordinary human being, ontologically identical to us. This idea is reinforced by the Buddha’s statement that he is not a god, not a man, not a gandharva (low ranking deva) but rather a Buddha,
, thereby indicating His ontologically distinct nature. For their part, the Bahá’í Writings make it clear that Manifestations are not simply ordinary human beings. Bahá'u'lláh states, 

And since there can be no tie of direct intercourse to bind the one true God with His creation, and no resemblance whatever can exist between the transient and the Eternal, the contingent and the Absolute, He hath ordained that in every age and dispensation a pure and stainless Soul be made manifest in the kingdoms of earth and heaven. Unto this subtle, this mysterious and ethereal Being He hath assigned a twofold nature; the physical, pertaining to the world of matter, and the spiritual, which is born of the substance of God Himself.

Manifestations are certainly not to be identified with God but neither are They like ordinary humanity, as the foregoing description makes clear. They are “born of the substance of God Himself,” which is to say, They somehow (we cannot say exactly how) reflect God’s substance or essence. As `Abdu'l-Bahá says, “They are the “Universal Realities and the Divine Beings, Who are the true mirrors of the sanctified Essence of God.”
 This why Bahá'u'lláh  calls them the “primal Mirrors.”
 They also possess omniscience and “essential infallibility. ”
 Thus it would appear that at least in the Mahayana that Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings agree that Buddhas or Manifestations are ontologically distinct from the rest of humanity.  In other words, both Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings accept the notion that the Buddha and Bahá'u'lláh had two stations or aspects, one human and one super-human.

This raises the question of whether the Buddha is an incarnation of the transcendental Dharmakaya, that is, whether the Dharmakaya ‘descended’ into phenomenal form, or whether the Buddha is one of those “Primal Mirrors which reflect the light of unfading glory.”
 In both cases, the Transcendent is immanent albeit in different ways: with incarnation the transcendent Dharmakaya is immanent Itself, in Its own essence, whereas in the case of reflection the transcendent God is ‘immanent’ only as an image, that is, as an imitation of an original which is identical in form but distinct in essence. According to David J Kalupahana, “Siddattha Gotama was no other than the representation of Buddhahood.”
 Given this statement about representation, it seems unlikely that Buddhism would accept an incarnationist view of the ontological nature of the Buddha. As a “representation,” He is not Buddhahood or the Dharmakaya Itself in Its inmost nature but rather something different – though He is not merely a human being either. This description of the Buddha as a “representation” is also reminiscent of the Bahá’í concept of the Manifestation as a “Primal Mirror” since in both suggest the concept of representation, images, or signs in the phenomenal world and not  the  immediate presence of the transcendental Original. Whether or not the Buddhist and Bahá’í concepts are identical is difficult to say, but they palpably resemble each other. 
19. Causality 
According to David J Kalupahana, causality is “the central philosophy of Buddhism,”
 that is, a concept which underlies other key doctrines such as dependent origination, karma and Buddhism’s entire soteriological teachings and practices. Nevertheless, at least one major Buddhist school, Nagarjuna’s Madhyamaka do not recognise causality as an ultimate reality but only as a man-made intellectual construct which actually tells us nothing about reality. Hsueh-Li Cheng writes, “For the Madhyamikas, the concept of causality as a cosmic principle or reality of all things is as untenable as the concepts of atman and dharmas.”
 In their view, causality has no ontological status but is merely an epistemological category or construct. “From the stand point  of highest truth, the ‘causal process’ is a mentally fabricated illusion.”
 Hsueh-Li Cheng characterises causality as a soteriological concept; the Buddha’s teaching of causality and its logical consequent, dependent origination, “did not aim to give a description or an explanation of the universe, but to ‘empty’ one’s attachment.”
 Such a denial of causality has far-reaching consequences. 

According to the Theravada and other non-Madhyamaka schools, causality is “a category of connection and determination corresponding to a feature of the actual world, both subjective and objective so it has an ontological status.”
  It has ‘ontological status,’, which is to say, it is real and accurately describes reality and is no mere conventional human construct imposed on reality. It helps us understand how the chaos of perpetually changing entities (anicca) becomes an ordered cosmos, that is, how and why things/events are connected as well as how and why patterns of connection evolve. It produces “order within change,”
 and thereby provides not only for change but also for stability insofar as patterns or repetitions emerge. Moreover, events do not happen randomly and nothing suddenly emerges from ‘nowhere’ without any pre-existing conditions: “according to the Buddha’s philosophy, there are no accidental occurrences; everything in the world is causally conditioned or produced. . .”
 In other words, whatever exists or happens, happens for a reason that is both appropriate to the event and adequate to produce it. Otherwise the event will not occur. Readers familiar with the history of Western philosophy will, of course, recognise Leibniz’s principle of sufficient reason (PSR) according to which “nothing happens without a reason why it should be so rather than otherwise.”
 There is, in short, a reason for everything. Universal causality also implies that events happen in relationship to other events or things from which we may conclude that reality is relational in nature, that things and events are interdependent. Universal causality also ensures invariability of events: if certain events happen, certain others will inevitably follow. If this were not the case, the Buddha could not give us any advice about how to free ourselves from our entanglements. What would be the point of following His advice?  Causal invariability also makes science possible since the very purpose of science is to predict and discover regularities in phenomena. Furthermore, causality shows that actions, events, things can take action or, to various degrees, influence other events or things. They are not simply passive but by virtue of being exert an effect on others around them. Finally, it should be noted that for Buddhism, causality is not simply a linear process; nothing is simply either a cause or an effect, but all things are both and interact with each other in various ways and thereby prevent any “straight deterministic principle”
 from imposing itself on everything. Their influence is reciprocal, a situation Joanna Macy calls “mutual causality.”
 Speaking generally, we may note that causality provides a principle of order in the universe: it prevents anicca from degenerating into mere chaos by ensuring that all changes have an orderly relationship to one another, that there are no accidental events, that is uncaused and unconditioned events.

Buddhists take the following statement from the Buddha as the basis for their understanding of causality: 

When there is this, that is. 

With the arising of this, that arises. 


When this is not, neither is that. 


With the cessation of this, that ceases.

This means that when certain, appropriate conditions have been established, particular results will inevitably follow. When the required conditions are lacking, so are the results. Moreover, things end when their sustaining conditions end. Moreover, nothing can arise in the absence of the required conditions. We have here the basis for an orderly cosmos. These statements are made in an unqualified and categorical manner that leave no room for challenge. For His part, Bahá'u'lláh re-iterates what the Buddha says even more succinctly: “All that is created, however, is preceded by a cause.”
 Here, too, we have an absolutely categorical statement about “all that is created” – a statement that, like the Buddha’s, leaves no room for evasion. Any event/thing is preceded by a cause which itself is preceded by a cause and so on. This does not prevent the effect from subsequently influencing whatever influenced it first., thereby creating a new effect in a process that is reciprocal or, in Joanna Macy’s term “mutual.” `Abdu'l-Bahá applies Bahá'u'lláh’s statement to ordinary reality, saying that “essential phenomena are preceded by causes. . . . this chair is essentially phenomenal, for it is preceded by a cause, and its existence depends upon causes. This is called the essential and really phenomenal.”
 Only God is exempt from this rule because God alone is not an “essential phenomenon,” that is, not caused or conditioned at all. Like the Theravada and non-Madhyamaka schools of Buddhism, the Bahá’í Writings also accept the principle of sufficient reason. `Abdu'l-Bahá says that “we must realize that everything which happens is due to some wisdom and that nothing happens without a reason”
 In other words, change is not random, that is, genuinely chaotic, and a minimal level of order is prevails in the phenomenal world. This ontology of order is necessary because without order, salvation from samsara would be a matter of luck rather than ‘right view’ and ‘right effort.’
19.1 The Madhyamaka Denial of Causality.


Although the Bahá’í Writings agree with the Theravada and the non-Madhyamaka schools about the reality and universality of the causal principle, they cannot readily accommodate Nagarjuna’s interpretation of the Buddha’s doctrine. They do not agree with the Madhyamakas who “argued that it is unintelligible to hold that there are real events or entities in causal conditions or that real events or entites are conditioned or dependent upon something else.”
 In Nagarjuna’s key work, the Mulamadhyamakakarika, he denies causality in his very first verse:

Neither from itself nor from another,


Nor from both,


Nor without a cause


Does anything whatever, anywhere arise.

This means that things do not cause themselves and they do not cause anything else; neither do they both cause and not cause something nor are things without cause. Nothing arises because of causality and nothing ceases on its account. If we believe in causality, we have misled by an intellectual construction that does not necessarily inform us about reality. In the words of Frederick J Streng, “From the standpoint of the highest truth, the ‘causal process’ is a mentally fabricated illusion;” 
 Indeed, from the ultimate point of view, there is “no cause or conditioning process at all.”
 Causality ‘exists’ only conventionally and thus, as the foregoing verse makes clear, has no real power to affect anything; all such effects are mere mental constructs agreed upon by convention. As Hsueh-Li Cheng says, “But according to Nagarjuna, the thesis that pratiityasamuttpaada [dependent origination, i.e. mutual causation] is the objective law governing the constituents of the world can be stated and known only from the standpoint of conventional truth.”
 It is, like the Buddha’s raft, a useful fiction. For example, in Mulamadhyamakakarika XX he argues that there is no relationship between cause/condition and effect because cause and effect are either empty or non-empty. If they are empty of inherent existence, they have no real power to affect or be affected (or as Nagarjuna puts it, to arise or cause to arise) and if they are non-empty, they are unchanging, that is, have never ceased or arisen in the first place.  

A nonempty effect does not arise.


The nonempty would not cease.


The nonempty would be


The nonceased and nonarisen.

He then goes on to ‘prove’ how cause and effect are neither identical nor different – and, therefore, cannot act on each other. Thus, for Nagarjuna and the Madhyamaka causality “which in the early Buddhist insight explained the existence of phenomena, in the Prajnaparamitas became an insight into the non-existence of phenomena.”
 Nagarjuna, it will be recalled, based his work primarily on the Prajnaparamita Sutra and recast some of its central teachings in strict logical form. 

This position has far-reaching consequences for the doctrine of karma which is susceptible to the same arguments as cause and effect. If cause and effect are empty, then nothing – no ‘sin’ or good deed or anything else for that matter  – ultimately arises or disappears
; the belief that they do is valid only at the conventional level of man-made constructs. Karma “is only a mental construction.”
 Thus, “the relationship of action and evil (klesa = desire), which is at the base of the concern to eliminate bad karma, also does not obtain for Nagarjuna.”
 Moreover, there is ultimately no self and so Nagarjuna tells us, 

If there is no action and agent,


Where could the fruit of the action be?


Without a fruit


Where is there an experiencer? 


. . . 


In that way are an agent and his action:


The agent is like the illusion.


The action


Is like the illusion’s illusion.

For these reasons, karma is merely another conventional, humanly constructed truth to be seen through and overcome for an inexpressible ultimate truth. That, however, leaves us with a question about the basis of morality: If there is no agent, no action and no consequences or fruit, what is the point of any moral code? 
How can there be reward or punishment? What is the point of reincarnation? Indeed, how can the Four Noble Truths be more than mere conventional truths? The ethics taught by the Buddha simply have no foundation with such a view which seems to undermine the rationale for the Buddha’s entire mission – for which reason some have been inclined to see Nagarjuna as a nihilist.
. According to this same kind of analysis, dependent origination, too, is merely another conventional truth since “there are no entities to arise and there is no ontological process of arising.”
 Furthermore, this analysis undermines any notion that consciousness apprehends a particular object, because consciousness, the object and the act of apprehension are all empty and have only conventional truth. 

To what extent can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate Nagarjuna’s views? As we shall see in greater detail below, the Writings accept the notion that “existence and nonexistence are both relative” 
 and that “the existence of creation in relation to the existence of God is nonexistence.”
 In other words, from the ultimate point of view, God’s, contingent beings lack inherent existence, which is to say, they lack reality in the fullest sense of the word. In that way, the Writings can agree that all things are ontologically empty. This ontological fact has important soteriological consequences: we must remember our own ‘emptiness’ and God’s ‘fullness’ so that we do not over-value the world of phenomenal creation and under-value or even forget God and the divine. However, `Abdu'l-Bahá points out that “in their own degree they [created entities] exist”
 and, can therefore act, react, arise or disappear. Actions can also have consequences or “fruit.” What `Abdu'l-Bahá’s statement makes clear is that what Nagarjuna calls the humanly constructed – and hence unreal – conventional level of being is ontologically quite real “in its own degree” and may, therefore, be causally efficacious “in its own degree.”  As contingent entities, they are simply not as real or causally potent as a non-contingent omnipotent being which neither arises nor disappears. They have some being and some power but – and this is the crucial difference with Nagarjuna – this is not the same as having absolutely no causal power at all. From the perspective of the Bahá’í Writings, Nagarjuna’s position is too extreme and for that reason they cannot accommodate Nagarjuna’s views on causality and their consequences for the doctrine of karma, dependent origination and consciousness. If, for example, our actions and their consequences are only conventional constructs and lack both reality and causal efficacy, then salvation is impossible to attain, as is enlightenment however we may define it. 
20. Dependent Origination

Dependent origination, a consequence of causality, is one of the fundamental concepts of Buddhism, so much so that the Buddha says, “Whoso understands dependent origination, understands the Law [Dhamma], and whose understands the Law [Dhamma], understands dependent origination.”
 The “Law” in this case is the order of the universe, namely, that fact that everything arises as a result of causes or conditions and that everything declines as a result of causes and conditions. As noted above, the usual Buddhist formula for causality is 


When there is this, that is. 

With the arising of this, that arises. 


When this is not, neither is that. 


With the cessation of this, that ceases.

In other words, everything arises or falls in dependence on previous conditions or causes, and nothing arises without such conditions of causes. In the words of the renowned  scholar Theo. Stcherbattsky, “every point instant of reality arises in dependence upon a combination of point-instants to which it necessarily succeeds, it arises in functional dependence upon a ‘totality of causes and conditions’ which are its immediate antecedents.”
 In other words, nothing is fully independent from or uncaused by or unconditioned by anything else and we exist as long as the appropriate causes are present. Things do not exist in and of themselves which in effect is to say that their being is relative and not absolute. 


Before further exploration of dependent origination, let us see to what extent the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate these ideas. For example `Abdu'l-Bahá, says, 

There is no doubt that this perfection which is in all beings is caused by the creation of God from the composing elements, by their appropriate mingling and proportionate quantities, the mode of their composition, and the influence of other beings. For all beings are connected together like a chain; and reciprocal help, assistance and interaction belonging to the properties of things are the causes of the existence, development and growth of created beings. It is confirmed through evidences and proofs that every being universally acts upon other beings, either absolutely or through association. Finally, the perfection of each individual being--is due to the composition of the elements, to their measure, to their balance, to the mode of their combination, and to mutual influence. When all these are gathered together, then man exists.

Ultimately, of course, all beings depend on God, Who is the Absolute, uncaused and unconditioned ground of being, that makes everything else possible. This belief in an ultimate cause is, as we have seen, compatible with most Mahayana schools. The similarity is even more striking if we recall that according to the Bahá’í Writings the eternal creator requires an eternal creation.
 The essential theme of this passage is that all phenomena also come into existence as a result of proximate causes, that is, the inter-action and influence of other elements, and that all phenomena are connected “like a chain” of mutual influences and effects. There is no phenomenon that is not dependent on the action of others for its “existence, development and growth.”
 Similarly, `Abdu'l-Bahá says, “all the members and parts of the universe are very strongly linked together in that limitless space, and this connection produceth a reciprocity of material effects.”
  Here, too, we discern the idea that mutual influences lead to the phenomenal or “material effects” we observe in nature. In other words, all phenomena exist dependently on other phenomena (and ultimately on God as the ground of being) and relatively, which is to say, their existence is not absolute, and is part of an on-going universal process. There can be no doubt that the Bahá’í Writings  recognise the principle of dependent origination. This is reinforced by the following elaboration by ‘Abdu'l-Bahá:

As the perfection of man is entirely due to the composition of the atoms of the elements, to their measure, to the method of their combination, and to the mutual influence and action of the different beings--then, since man was produced ten or a hundred thousand years ago from these earthly elements with the same measure and balance, the same method of combination and mingling, and the same influence of the other beings, exactly the same man existed then as now. This is evident and not worth debating. A thousand million years hence, if these elements of man are gathered together and arranged in this special proportion, and if the elements are combined according to the same method, and if they are affected by the same influence of other beings, exactly the same man will exist. For example, if after a hundred thousand years there is oil, fire, a wick, a lamp and the lighter of the lamp--briefly, if there are all the necessaries which now exist, exactly the same lamp will be obtained.

In this statement `Abdu'l-Bahá applies the concept of dependent origination to human evolution, asserting that the same combination of elements and influences would lead to the same result in “the same man.” He then provides a simpler illustration with a lamp and a wick.  Anthony Tribe and Paul Williams make the same assertion and draw out one of its logical implications when they state that “In particular, our own existence as embodied individuals is the result of the coming together of appropriate causes, and we exist just as long as the appropriate causes keep us inexistence.”
 When the influencing causes and conditions change, so do we – which is the logical converse of `Abdu'l-Bahá’s statement that if the same conditions arise, so will the identical object. 

20.1 Dependent Origination and Karma


We must bear in mind, however, that for Buddhism, dependent origination has special relevance in regards to karma and rebirth, to the wheel of rebirth. As P.A.Payutto says, “In essence, the principle of Dependent Origination is a description of the process of the arising and cessation of suffering.”
 In regards to karma, dependent origination explains the origin of suffering, the subject of the First Noble Truth. The twelve stage process of reincarnation starts with ignorance which leads to “volitional impulses”
(which the Buddha equates with action
) from which we get consciousness, from which we get body and mind, from which the six senses, from which contact with other things, from which feeling, from which craving or desire, from which grasping or clinging, from which becoming from which birth from which aging, death, grief and despair.
 The only way not to condemn oneself to the last, twelfth step of despair, and to avoid rebirth is not to begin in the first place because the underlying principle is that when this arises, that arises and when this cease, that ceases. For the Buddhist, the whole purpose in studying reality is not an epistemological satisfaction of knowing but soteriological satisfaction of ending the ignorance that leads to a new karmic sequence and inevitable rebirth. The Buddha makes this plain in the parable of the arrow.


 We now arrive at the crucial question: can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate this application of the law of dependent origination? In at least one important way they can, namely, both Buddhism and the Bahá’í Writings see ignorance as the root cause of our psychological and spiritual difficulties. That is why the Noonday Prayer is – in Buddhist terms – a statement about correct knowledge and correct action, the first two terms in the Law of Conditionality: “I bear witness O my God that Thou hast created me to know  Thee and to worship Thee.” In knowing God, we overcome the ignorance that prevents us from living correctly and in worshipping God, which is what the Buddha calls taking “right action.” Moreover, given the frequent admonitions about detachment the Bahá’í Writings also agree with Buddhism about the devastating consequences of craving, desire and grasping. 

However, the Bahá’í Writings can only accept one particular interpretation of the 12-stage process of reincarnation, one which reinterprets reincarnation psychologically or spiritually but not ontologically as a process involving the actual rebirth and death of a specific individual. Any ontological interpretation of reincarnation is explicitly rejected by `Abdu'l-Bahá.’in Some Answered Questions.
 Thus, for the process of re-incarnation to be acceptable in a Bahá’í context, we must interpret it to mean that ignorance and grasping lead to a re-birth in the sense of a re-attachment to the phenomenal world or to the phenomenal body. By rekindling our attachments, we pass “from the world of freedom into the world of bondage.”
 To put it another way, a psychological or spiritual interpretation of reincarnation refers to the on-going process of detaching ourselves from the world, falling back into attachment, which is to say, being ‘re-born’, and struggling to detach ourselves again. Thus there is no reason why the Bahá’í Writings cannot accommodate such an understanding of reincarnation and its consequences.

According to P.A.Payutto, in the Abhidharama Pitaka, one of the “three baskets” of the Theravada, presents this very idea in which dependent origination 

is shown occurring in its entirety in one mind moment . . .  It is not necessary to die before realizing the cessation of birth, aging, death and thus sorrow, lamentation, pain grief and despair. Those things can be overcome in this very life-time. 

In other words, the process of karma (which is based on dependent origination) can happen within a single
life as described above, and need not be a “life-time-to lifetime process”
 as is commonly assumed. With specific references to original texts and commentaries, Payutto shows how the ‘one-life-time’ understanding of reincarnation is based directly on the Pali Canon, although, as he points out, in modern times, this view has not been prevalent. This revived ‘one-life-time’ interpretation retains the usual 12-stage process that begins with ignorance and ends with despair but understands it as happening within our life-time and not between successive life-times. Viewed psychological or spiritual rather than ontological, the concept of reincarnation is compatible with the Bahá’í Writings; understood thus, it does not violate any of the Faith’s teachings or ontological premises.
We could reach a similar conclusion if we take a phenomenological approach to Buddhism – as does as P. Gradinarov.
  In a phenomenological analysis, we set ontology aside, we ‘bracket’ the issue of whether the object of our examination actually exists and examine only how the object appears to us. 

In such an approach both the ontological and purely psychological interpretation of the

twelve stage process of reincarnation would be equal in all respects and indistinguishable since the process and the effects are identical. For similar reasons, Nagarajuna’s Madhyamika school can also accept a psychological interpretation of reincarnation because it, too, rejects all ontological claims and simply allows us to deal with the conventional appearances as such as they arise without speculations about any alleged underlying ‘reality.’ As Jay Garfield says, Nagarjuna and the Madhyamika take “conventions [appearances] as the foundation of ontology, hence rejecting the very enterprise of a philosophical search for the ontological foundations of convention.”
 Phenomena, appearances or experiences are studied as they appear and not used as a basis for ontological speculation – a procedure that if applied to reincarnation makes way for a psychological understanding of this teaching.  Such a reading would be compatible with a Bahá’í  psychological reading of reincarnation.   

21. The World as Show 


An inevitable consequences of the doctrines of dependent origination and impermanence (anicca) is belief that the world is an illusion. Since everything is in perpetual flux, there is only an appearance of stasis, of unchanging things: everything is always being influenced or conditioned. 


As stars, a fault of vision, as a lamp,


A mock show, dew drops, or a bubble,


A dream a lightning flash, or cloud


So should we view what is conditioned.

The show-like nature of the world is strengthened by the belief in two truths, namely, a conventional truth which is a human construction based on our arbitrary selections from the flux of reality, and an ultimate truth, which shows the true state of affairs. The Theravada taught, 

The Awakened One, the best of teachers, spoke of two truths, conventional and higher; no third is ascertained; a conventional statement is true because of convention and a higher statement is true as disclosing the true characteristics of events.

In the Mahayana, and especially Madhyamika traditions, this idea developed to assert that any and all kinds of discriminations a d distinctions were merely conventional, human constructions and had no ultimate reality whatever

Mahamati, foolish common people do not understand that what is seen is merely their own mind . . . being addicted to discriminate between existence and non-existence, oneness and otherness, bothness and non-botheness, permanence and impermanence as true to their own being of things, they produce false imaginings.
 

Thus, in Buddhism, we have at least three reasons to regard the world as illusory or maya: universal impermanence; dependent origination and the constructions we try to impose on reality. As Dr. Moojan Momen points out, the Bahá’í Faith also recognises that the world is a mere show.
  Bahá'u'lláh says,

The world is but a show, vain and empty, a mere nothing, bearing the semblance of reality. Set not your affections upon it  . . . Verily I say, the world is like the vapor in a desert, which the thirsty dreameth to be water and striveth after it with all his might, until when he cometh unto it, he findeth it to be mere illusion. It may, moreover, be likened unto the lifeless image of the beloved whom the lover hath sought and found,

This demonstrates the general agreement between Buddhism and the Bahá’í Faith on the illusory nature of the world. 

However, we must give at least passing consideration as to how far this agreement goes. Bahá’ís may, for example, view the world as an illusion insofar as it is utterly fleeting and impossible to grasp permanently. Only fools try to do so. Moreover, Bahá’ís can certainly agree that many of the distinctions by which we live our lives are artificial, human constructions and conventions we would be better off to abandon. Race, class, nationality, superficial religious differences are only among the first of such that come to mind. However, as shown by the distinction of powers between mineral, vegetable, animal and human, these differences are ontologically real and no mere false imagination.
 These stations of existence are divinely ordained, that is to say, essential, fundamental, ontological. And finally, Bahá’ís, like Buddhists try to take a middle path between existence and non-existence, between an insistence on the world’s being and complete denial thereof. 

Certain sophists think that existence is an illusion, that each being is an absolute illusion which has no existence-- in other words, that the existence of beings is like a mirage, or like the reflection of an image in water or in a mirror, which is only an appearance having in itself no principle, foundation or reality. `Abdu'l-Bahá states, 

This theory is erroneous; for though the existence of beings in relation to the 

existence of God is an illusion, nevertheless, in the condition of being it has a real

and certain existence.

Thus, in the Bahá’í view, what Buddhists call conventional reality or truth as real in its own degree, though unreal, or empty, vis-à-vis the Absolute. It is both real and un-real at the same time, though from different perspectives, and neither (only) real nor (only) unreal. Those familiar with Buddhist literature will, of course, recognise that here the Bahá’í Writings converge with the tetralemma or catuskoti found in the work of Nagarjuna.
 In this four value logic, A is true; A is not true; both A is true and A is not true; neither A is true nor is not true. However, it must be noted that a convergence is not an identity since the Bahá’í Writings cannot accept the last of these propositions. 

22. Emptiness, Void, Sunyata



Another noteworthy consequence of dependent origination is the doctrine of emptiness, void, or sunyata. At this point a caveat is necessary: Buddhist schools do not all agree on the definition of emptiness. The Yogacara (mind or consciousness only) system “says that emptiness is the absence of a difference between an object and the mind apprehending it,”
 that is, the subject. In a manner reminiscent of Hegel, Yogacaras believe enlightenment occurs when the subject realises that s/he is one with the object and his/her self disappears insofar as it is one with the universe. The Chinese Ch’an Buddhists (Zen in Japan) understood “emptiness as the radiant pure mind empty of all its conceptual accretions.”
 This approach views all mental activities and the resulting concepts as obscurations of our natural inner radiance. As we have already noted above, the Bahá’í Writings cannot agree we can abolish the subject-object distinction, and, therefore, cannot accept the Yogacara definition of emptiness. However, with the Ch’an definition, matters become more nuanced. The Bahá’í Writings, do, after all, suggest that if we become like a hollow reed, if we  empty ourselves of all traces of self and our acquired learning, we shall attain a higher, less worldly condition and more pure. Bahá'u'lláh says, 
Blind thine eyes, that thou mayest behold My beauty; stop thine ears, that thou mayest hearken unto the sweet melody of My voice; empty thyself of all learning, that thou mayest partake of My knowledge; and sanctify thyself from riches, that thou mayest obtain a lasting share from the ocean of My eternal wealth. Blind thine eyes, that is, to all save My beauty; stop thine ears to all save My word; empty thyself of all learning save the knowledge of Me; that with a clear vision, a pure heart and an attentive ear thou mayest enter the court of My holiness.

In various ways, this whole section is about how to ‘empty’ ourselves in various ways, in order to attain a “clear vision” and a “pure heart.” This bears a remarkable similarity to the Ch’an notion of  discovering “emptiness as the pure radiant mind.”
 
However, the Madhyamika schools, such as Prasangika (Consequence) school say “that emptiness is the absence of inherent existence.”
 They assert that because all things are dependently originated, they cannot exist by themselves and for that reason are ‘empty’ of real or true being. In the last analysis, “all things lack own-existence.”
  Indeed, anything that results from a causal process is, for that very reason, dependent on others and has only relative existence, for which reason it is empty. “The Mahaayaana understands it [emptiness] to mean that dharmas are empty of own-being i.e. they are not ultimate facts in their own right, but merely imagined and falsely discriminated for each and every one of them is 
dependent on something other than itself.”
 As The Heart Sutra says, the Bodhisattva Avalokita “looked down from on high . . . and he saw that in their own being they [all things] were empty.”
 Such a view effectively equates relative existence with dependent origination and emptiness. In the words of Nagarjuna, 


Something that is not dependently arisen,


Such a thing does not exist.


Therefore a nonempty thing


Does not exist.

According to The Lotus Sutra, 


All phenomena 


are empty, without being,


without any constant abiding,


without arising or extinction


Look upon all phenomena


as having no existence,


like empty space 


as without firmness or hardness,


not born, not emerging

The Bahá’í Writings are well able to accommodate the Madhyamaka views on emptiness for as `Abdu'l-Bahá says,

In the same manner the existence of beings in comparison with the existence of God is but illusion and nothingness; it is an appearance, like the image reflected in a mirror.

This means that, like the Dharmakaya, or the Alayvijnana, only God has absolute, which is to say, unconditioned existence and compared to that absolute existence all other existence is dependent, relative and, therefore, empty.  They are not only dependent on God but, as we have shown above, also on the influence of other things in dependent origination. 
`Abdu'l-Bahá emphasises this relativity by saying, 

Therefore, though the world of contingency exists, in relation to the existence of God it is nonexistent and nothingness. Man and dust both exist, but how great the difference between the existence of the mineral and that of man! The one in relation to the other is nonexistence. In the same way, the existence of creation in relation to the existence of God is nonexistence. Thus it is evident and clear that although the beings exist, in relation to God and to the Word of God they are 

nonexistent.

In other words, “existence and nonexistence are both relative.”
 All things are non-existent compared to the unconditioned Absolute, and, therefore, empty. (Unlike Buddhism, we also see how this principle applies to various levels of existence, insofar as a lower form of existence is non-existent to a higher form, a teaching which further emphasises the relativity of existence.)  


One may, of course, ask whether ‘emptiness’ and ‘non-existence’ as used in the 

Bahá’í Writings are the same. The answer is positive, because both terms refer to the relativity of existence of all entities, and because in both cases relativity implies a conditioned, dependent existence that contrasts sharply with the unconditioned existence of an Absolute.  In other words, Buddhism as well as the Bahá’í Faith postulate that the relativity of existence is grounded not just in universal impermanence but also in the mutual inter-dependent influences  of things on each other.  The Bahá’í  Faith and some Mahayana schools can agree as well that phenomenal reality is relative in comparison to a  non-relative Absolute (such as the Dharmakaya, or Tathagatagarbha) that is not affected by dependent origination. 


However, we are still left with the question of whether or not the Bahá’í Writings can agree that relativity and emptiness mean that there is no “arising or extinction” of things as asserted by The Lotus Sutra. This is not, of course, a conventional truth, but rather a statement from the ultimate point of view. In the Bahá’í Writings, the ultimate point of view is God’s perspective, and according to `Abdu'l-Bahá, “in the world of God there is no time.”
 If there is no time, there is neither “arising or extinction” which are temporal phenomena. This means that Bahá’í ontology agrees with the Mahayana that from the ultimate viewpoint, there are no temporal phenomena, but they disagree that human beings can attain that ultimate viewpoint. 
It is important to note that the Yogacara school, differs from the Madhyamika in that it does not define ‘emptiness’ as a lack of essence (permanent, immutable and beyond dependent origination) but rather as the over-coming of the subject-object dichotomy in human perception.
 For Vasubandhu, one of the founders of the Yogacara, emptiness is the “existence of the noneexistence”
 of the subject-object duality. Emptiness is also the absence of the humanly constructed or imputed character imposed on things – an absence that allows perception of things as they actually are without an obstructions. This new definition of emptiness is significant because it allows Vasubandhu to establish his doctrine of the three natures according to which “every object of experience is characterized by three distinct but interdependent natures.”
 Thus, all things are given three distinct natures by Vasubandhu.
  

23. No Self (Anatman) 


In the Buddhist context, emptiness also refers to the doctrine of anatman, anatta) or ‘no self’ which means that there is no underlying self, no transcendental or noumenal (in the Kantian sense) ego/soul which functions as the permanent ground for our psychological activities. Despite careful explication, the concept is not trouble free. For example, the Buddha and the arhats (those who have attained nirvana) were aware of their previous lives, so obviously something was continuing through successive lives. On the other hand, universal impermanence (anicca) obviously undermines the existence of any permanent entity. In short, self is also empty. There is no ‘I’, and no ‘you’. This theme is so important that well known scholar Kenneth Inada writes, “In many respects it is possible to assert that Buddhism is a philosophy of anaatman.”
  This is because it reaches back to the beginnings of Buddhist philosophy and because it demonstrates how far Buddhism is willing to apply the doctrines of impermanence and dependent origination. A significant portion of Buddhist practice is to attain such realization of no self. 

If one does not behold any self or anything of the nature of self in the five groups of grasping (material shape, feeling, perception,the impulses, consciousness), one is an Arahant [a worthy one, a pure one, free of mental defilements] 

This theme has one of its best known and oft-repeated expressions in The Questions of King Milinda  (the historical Bactrian Greek, Menander, 100 BCE). Nagasena, a travelling Buddhist monk, tells Milinda that even though he is called merely Nagasena,  “there is no permanent individuality [soul] in the matter!”
 Our names are conventional, nominal designations, “mere empty sound”
  and refer to nothing more than a current composition of parts. He the uses a chariot as an example, pointing out that no individual part is ‘the chariot’ and that when he has broken the chariot down, no thing called ‘chariot’ remains. The same is true of human beings because 

the existence of an ego-soul cannot be conceived apart from sensation, perception, imagination, intelligence, volition etc. and therefore it is absurd to think that there is an independent individual soul-agent which makes our consciousness its workshop.

There is no special independent being which ‘composes’ these elements according to a desired form or which uses them to achieve its own ends. As Richard Taylor says, “The self whose existence the Buddha denied was an inner, enduring self, having an identity through time and presumably being, therefore, capable of an existence independent of the body and the world even after death.”


Conceived in this unqualified manner, there is no common ground between Buddhism and the
 Bahá’í Writings on the issue of the self. The Bahá’í scriptures leave no doubt that the soul or self  is 
more than just a name, or a sound but is an ontologically real being, “in its essence one of the signs 
of God.”
 Indeed, the underlying essentialist philosophy of the Writings, illustrated by their insistence on essential nature of the mineral, vegetable, animal and human,
 on the essence of man
 and even on the “Essence of God,”
 makes it clear that Bahá’í essentialism and nominalist understandings of anatman are incompatible. 

23.1 The Bhavanga and the Alaya

However, the no-self theory leads to certain problems: “Unfortunately, what the Buddha says concerning the absence of self seems to conflict with other things he says and is not obviously a cogent account of our experience.”
 Several of these problems  relate to the karmic sequence of cause and effect that we conventionally call a person. What makes such a sequence a particular sequence, identifiably different from others? What keeps the continuity of that particular sequence so that it does not simply decompose into a disorderly chaos?  What is it that links the karmic results of one life with the next? Furthermore, how can there be consciousness if the mind is only a series of moments without continuity? To answer these questions, Theravada Buddhism developed the concept of bhavanga, which is “usually translated as ‘life-continuum’ [which] keeps the continuity in a lifespan, so that what we call a ‘being’ goes on to live from moment to moment.”
 It is necessary for continued existence.” According to Alfred Scheepers, “This background consciousness can be compared to a river”
 whose flow is interrupted by moments of focussed consciousness. For that reason, under normal waking circumstances, the mind is not aware of the bhavanga stream, although it may be during sleep. In the Yogacara (Cittamatra) school of the Mahayana, the function of the bhavanga is fulfilled by the alaya-vijnana from which conscious volition and karma arise and where the potential karmic consequences are stored. Indeed, for this reason, the Yogacara tradition referred to the  alaya-vijnana, as the “storehouse consciousness ”
 which stores the individual seeds of one’s karmic sequence and thus provides continuity as they manifest in turn. 

The alaya consists of a series of cittas [minds] accompanied by both karmic seeds and the ‘seeds’ of potential defilements and memories. These all reproduce themselves over time, thus accounting for the continuity of personality through and periods of unconsciousness . . .
 
According to Paul Williams, 

The substratum consciousness [alaya], seen as a deflied form of consciousness . . . is personal in a sense, individual, continually changing and yet serving to give a degree of personal identity . . .
 
David Kalupahana informs us that the alaya is often portrayed as the ocean agitated by the “dispositional tendencies,”
 which is to say the karmic seeds of individual consciousness. However, whether it be the image of a river or an ocean, the images of the bhavanga and the alaya remains one of a substratum or ground of being that supports the existence of something else, be it ever so briefly, and ensures their continuity. Though in a different way, the Tathagatgarbha also “bears a close resemblance to the havanga”
 insofar as it provides a ground of being for all individual existence. As such it provides for 
their continuity as well. 


There is no question that, as Kalupahana says, the teaching of alaya – and even bhavanga and Tathagatagrabha – brings us “dangerously close to the theory of self . . . advocated by the heretics.”
 After all, a “life-continuum” acts very much like a continuously existing entity as the karmic seeds are stored and reproduce themselves through their consequences. Williams notes that although the alaya or substratum consciousness “performs some of the functions of a Self,”
 the Yogacara struggled hard to deny this charge and to explain it away.  Fully aware of this,  Kalupahana presents ways of interpreting the relevant sutras to avoid this outcome, but the fact remains that for Buddhism, there is no problem-free way of accepting the concept of underlying continuity – which resembles ‘substance’ precisely insofar as it provides continuity. Providing and explaining continuity is one of substance’s chief functions and whenever we have continuity we do have, in fact, something that is at least substance-like. Thus, it is difficult to avoid the conclusion that at least some forms of Buddhism harbour concepts that  look and/or function suspiciously like a substantial self. 

Insofar as the bhavanga and alaya function like substances by providing continuity, they are convergent with the Bahá’í concept of self. This is because the Bahá’í Writings accept the continuous existence of the self from birth right into our post-earthly existence. That continuity is, after all, the basis of our moral responsibility for the actions we commit, and their formative influence on our character. We cannot simply deny this continuity and slough off responsibility as if our deeds had been done by someone else at another time. The bhavanga ensures this will not happen because it provides continuity, that is, it allows the regular appearance of certain attributes that identify things through time. 

The tathagatagarbha is another concept that is remarkably close to a substantial self, so much so that the Mahaparinirvana Sutra directly identifies it with self or atman.
 In the twelfth chapter on Buddha-nature, we read, “The Buddha said: "O good man! 'Self' means 'tathagatagarbha.' Every being has the Buddha Nature. This is self. Such a self is, since the very beginning, under cover of innumerable illusions."
 According to the Buddha, “The true self of the Buddha Nature is like the diamond which cannot be crushed out,” and “The shape of self that seeks to flee from the world is the Buddha Nature. It is the best way of conceiving self.”
 These words suggest that the doctrine of anatman in fact denies a superficial ‘ego-self’ that is absorbed in the affairs of the world; it does not necessarily deny the existence of a deep Buddha-nature or tathagatagarbha within the individual. As Paul Williams says, “One thing anyway is clear: the Mahaparinirvana Sutra teaches a really existing, permanent element . . . in sentient beings.”


23.2 A New View of Self 


Can the Bahá’í and Buddhist concepts of self be reconciled? At first glance, this seems unlikely, given  `Abdu'l-Bahá’s statements that “the rational soul is the substance, and the body depends upon it”
 and that the soul is “one indivisible substance.”
 However, these assertions must be reconciled with those Writings that state that all things are constantly changing, and that nothing is motionless.
 Such reconciliation requires to recognise that, as in Buddhism, the Bahá’í  concept of self “is a sequence of dependently related events.”
 In other words, we must view ‘substance’ as the continuity or repetition of fundamental or essential attributes which themselves are the conditions for the development of certain other attributes. Thus, the traditional notion of substance as a mysterious ‘entity’ of some kind is replaced by a concept of substance that fulfills its traditional functions in process terms. Essential attributes, for example are those that must be repeated to ensure continuity of a line of development. In Buddhist terms, such continuity occurs when karmic ‘seeds’ give rise to consequences that are identical to the original. 


In other words, we must understand that, despite superficial appearances to the contrary, the Bahá’í Writings promulgate a view of “process-sel[f]”
 rather than a traditional “substance-self.”
 This harmonizes with Christopher Gowan’s understanding that the Buddha’s rejection of self was not so much a rejection of any form of self per se but a rejection of a specific conception of self as a changeless, ontologically independent, entitative “substance-self” which violate the doctrines of impermanence and dependent origination. The Bahá’í view concurs that the self is in constant change, developing its potentials or ‘karmic seeds’, and interacting with other beings in a process that has no conceivable end.  

This means that we can understand both the Bahá’í and Buddhist concepts of self as a process concept of self, that is akin, at least in general outline, the philosophy presented by Alfred North Whitehead in Process and Reality.
 This work explicates a way of understanding reality as a process, as something in which there is absolutely no stasis and all things are constantly changing. As we have already seen above, this is in fundamental agreement with the Bahá’í Writings, which also assert that all things except God are constantly changing.
 This is one of the most obvious places where Buddhist ontology, with its emphasis on impermanence and dependent origination and Bahá’í ontology agree. 


The obvious advantage of the process interpretation of self is that it avoids the extremes of existence and non-existence, because at any moment, a ‘thing’ in process  both is and is not. At any moment it obviously is what it is, but it is not what it was, will be or could be. We may also say that at any moment it is not what it is because it is constantly in the process of changing to something else. The ‘thing’ seems to slip through our categorical fingers. In effect, through the process of becoming, the ‘thing’ takes a middle path between being and non-being, a subject so important that the Buddha addressed it directly in The Kaccayana-Sutta: 

This world, Kaccaayana, usually bases [its view] on two things: on existence (atthitaa) and on non-existence (natthitaa). Now he, who with right insight sees the uprising of the world as it really is, does not hold with the nonexistence of the world. But he, who with right insight sees the passing away of the world as it really is, does not hold with the existence of the world.

As Edward Conze points out, this middle position between existence and non-existence 

is one of the reasons why ‘things’ are designated as empty: They are empty not merely because they are subject to impermanence and dependent origination, but because they stand “right in the middle between affirmation and negation, existence and non-existence, eternity [eternalism] and annihilation [annihilationism].
 Adopting any of these positions misleads us into thinking that ‘things’ are changeless and independent or that the world is an absolute illusion without even a relative degree of reality. `Abdu'l-Baha categorically rejects the latter view when he describes it s a form of “sophism”
 When we apply the concept of a middle way to the soul or self, it is obvious that we can no longer issue blanket denials or assertions of the soul’s existence or non-existence. There is obviously no eternal soul substance which endures forever unchanged but by the same token there is an unknown something which does not pass into total non-existence either. It is not simply annihilated – something that seems to be forgotten by Nagasena in The Questions of King Milinda. 

24. The Relativity of Existence and Non-existence

Given the Buddha’s pronouncement on avoiding the extremes of existence and non-existence, one cannot help but recall the Bahá’í concept of the relativity of existence and non-existence
 which implies that any attempt to embrace either extreme is false: nothing except God  exists absolutely and inherently  – and therefore, all phenomena are a mixture of being and non-being. They are not non-existent but exist “in their own degree.”
 Nor do they have absolute, inherent eternal existence. Their being, in the Buddha’s language, is in the middle. There is, of course, no question that the Bahá’í Writings developed this line of thought nearly as far as Buddhism does, but the fact remains that they can, to a considerable extent, accommodate ideas of this kind. For example, no violation of the Writings is committed if we say that the soul, which is contingent, has both being and non-being vis-à-vis God but also vis-à-vis its own unused potentials. It neither fully is, nor is not – which is something we can say about all phenomena subject to change. Thus, to describe it as being or not being would fall into the extremes against which the Buddha warns us.


As we have already seen, the doctrine of the Middle Way is linked to the theory of emptiness: ‘things’ are empty not only because they fall under the laws of impermanence and dependent origination, but also because they are “right in the middle between affirmation and negation, existence and non-existence, eternity [eternalism] and annihilation [annihilationism].
 The question now arises as to what degree the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate the elaborate philosophy that grew up around the concept of ‘emptiness.’ Can they, for example, accommodate the Mahayana understanding of the doctrine of two truths? 

25. The Doctrine of Two Truths


The doctrine of two truths exists in various, often contradictory forms in both the Theravada and Mahayana and for that reason we cannot discuss them all in the limited scope of a paper.
 We shall, therefore, limit our discussion to the Madhyamika approach to conventional and ultimate truth as developed by Nagarjuna and his successors. According to him,

The Buddha's teaching of the Dharma 
Is based on two truths, 
A truth of worldly convention 
And an ultimate truth.

Both truths are necessary to understand the Buddha’s teaching and to attain nirvana:


Without a foundation in the conventional truth,


The significance of the ultimate cannot be taught.


Without understanding the significance of the ultimate,


Liberation is not achieved.

The first, conventional truth, refers to whatever is conditioned by dependent origination and in that sense is relative and illusory.
 It lacks inherent existence and is also dependent on human agreement or convention about how things appear to them. As Jay Garfield says, conventional truth “denotes a truth dependent on tacit agreement, an everyday truth, a truth about things as they appear to accurate ordinary investigation, as judged by appropriate human standards.”
 These truths are selected or constructed from by abstracting from “the continuous flux of experience”
 and turning them into completely separate entities with fixed essences. Because they are relative, such truths are also empty and false insofar as they present themselves as independent. By way of contrast ultimate or “transcendental”
 truths are not conditioned by dependent origination, are, therefore, neither relative nor illusory.  Jay Garfield writes, “the term “ultimate truth” . . .denotes the way things are independent of convention, . . .the way things turn out to be when we subject them to analysis with the intention of discovering the nature they have from their own side . . .”
  This truth is “beyond the scope of discursive thought, language and empirical activity . . .  [d]evoid of empirical determinations,”
 which is to say, it is beyond relativity and all possible predication of existence such as is, is not, is and is not, or neither is nor not is. Conze describes it as “no longer scientific but mystical truth.”
 In this understanding, the ultimate truth is knowledge of the emptiness of all things – and even the emptiness of emptiness itself.
 As D.T. Suzuki states, 

Absolute truth is void in its ultimate nature, for it contains nothing concrete or real or individual that makes it an object or particularization.. .  . The Madhyamika philosophers make the satya (transcendental truth) empty when contrasted with the realness of phenomenal existence  . . . it is empty since it transcends the principle of individuation.

We must remember two important points about conventional truth and the world of conventional, that is, humanly constructed reality. First, we must accept conventional reality exactly for what it is – no less and no more, which is to say, as lacking inherent existence. As Paul Williams, writes, “Emptiness makes the conventional conventional.”
 We cannot help but live in the conventional world – but that does not mean we have to misunderstand its nature. Second, we need conventional truth, or, more exactly, the precise analysis of conventional reality in order to discover the ultimate, transcendental truth of emptiness. We need a finger to point to the moon but once we have seen the moon, we can ignore the finger. That sounds simple enough but complicating this doctrine is that “There are not two different spheres or sets of objects 
to which they apply.”
 In other words, the terms ‘ultimate’ (or transcendental) and ‘conventional’

do not apply to two different kinds of things, but rather to the same things seen in a different light. 

The absolute, looked at through the categories of Reason (thought forms) is the world of phenomena; and phenomena, devoid of these falsifying thought-forms [reality constructions, conventions] are the absolute. The Absolute is the sole Reality.

There is only one truth and only one reality – the Absolute seen either correctly or seen

incorrectly, conventionally. However, a radical conclusion lurks within this understanding of the two truths, namely that our rational understanding of the phenomenal world  – including the Buddha’s Four Noble Truth s – is untrue from the ultimate point of view. “All doctrines, even the Four Holy Truths, are ultimate false, evidence of ignorance.”
 Human constructs, theories, and explanations inevitably cover up the ultimate Truth and understanding the ultimate nature of all things – including this realization – means recognising that they are merely conventional, relative or empty.  

25.1 A Bahá’í Understanding of the Two Truths Doctrine


Is there anything in the Bahá’í Writings that can accommodate or at least 

approach the Madhyamika doctrine of two truths as presented above? The answer is 

positive and the reason lies in the teaching that only God has absolute real existence: 

the existence of creation in relation to the existence of God is nonexistence. Thus it is evident and clear that although the beings exist, in relation to God and to the Word of God they are nonexistent.
 

In Buddhist terms, this means that compared to the existence of the ultimate, the  transcendental or Absolute, the existence of an ever-changing creation is relative and  conventional, that is, empty. It has no inherent existence, and insofar as it presents itself as having such, it is deceptive. Moreover, it is deceptive in its appearance of stability. Thus, while Buddhist and Bahá’í  language differ, the underlying idea is the same: what 

we experience as ‘ordinary reality’  does not really tell us the full truth about reality.

Appearances to the contrary, things are empty, or,  as `Abdu'l-Bahá puts it: 

This present life is even as a swelling wave, or a mirage, or drifting shadows. Could ever a distorted image on the desert serve as refreshing waters? No, by the Lord of Lords! Never can reality and the mere semblance of reality be one, and wide is the difference between fancy and fact, between truth and the phantom thereof..

These words demonstrate how those who see life as a “swelling wave or a mirage” and those who see it as empty of inherent being both view ordinary existence from the higher perspective of absolute existence. However, it is important to note that neither the Buddhists or Bahá’ís  assert that ordinary reality is not real “in [its] own degree.”
  Addressing the issue of the supposed absolutely illusory nature of the world, `Abdu'l-Bahá states, 

Then it is evident that although beings in relation to the existence of God have no existence, but are like the mirage or the reflections in the mirror, yet in their own degree they exist.

The conventional world of the Madhyamika Buddhists also exists as a conventional world and is not merely an absolute illusion or hallucination. That would be the nihilistic or annihilationist understanding of reality that the Buddha rejects as one of the extremes unacceptable to the middle way. One cannot, as Garfield says, treat “emptiness as non- 

existence.”
 In the words of D.T. Suzuki, “everything in the world existence.”
 In the words of D.T. Suzuki, “everything in the world has a relative and conditional existence,”
 which is to say they are real “in their own degree.”


Furthermore, we must qualify the agreement between Buddhism and the Bahá’í  Faith in regards to conventional truths. Nothing in the Bahá’í  Writings suggests that all of our knowledge without exception is merely conventional and constructed on the basis of open or tacit agreement; nothing suggests   that all the distinct entities we see – stars, armadillos and clouds – are our own constructions based on what we abstract from the flux of reality. According to Frederick J Streng, The Prajnaparamita, the foundational Mahayana document, 

held that the apparent multiplicity was simply the product of imagination. From the standpoint of the highest truth, there were neither many particulars nor an absolute single reality: all were empty of such ontological determinations. ”
 

Because all things have no inherent and actual nature of their own, “one dharma cannot ultimately be distinguished from another.”
 The Bahá’í Writings can agree that from vantage point of the “highest truth,” particulars do not exist::, “the existence of creation in relation to the existence of God is nonexistence.”
 However, they cannot agree that these particulars are simply products of human imagination and have no ontological reality and differences at all. In the Bahá’í view, all of these things exists “in their own degree,”
 and thus the differences between them, and the observations of them may also be also true “in their own degree.”

All truths, understandings and interpretations about stars and such are human constructions, but this does not mean they are necessarily devoid of any truth whatsoever. A conventional description may be quite accurate and useful, though it is relative, that is, empty, limited and conventional. In the Buddhist sense. In other words, we actually we have knowledge about things though this knowledge is not perfect.
  Indeed, the Writings are quite adamant in their insistence that science – in the broad sense of the quest for knowledge – can discover real truth about things. That, after all, is the very basis of human progress and the need for progressive revelation.

25.2 The Nature and Status of Knowledge


 These differences about the nature of conventional, empty knowledge highlights a strenuous debate about the status of knowledge within the Mahayana. In particular, the philosophy of Nagarjuna, in many ways the quintessential Mahayana philosopher, is the lightning rod for this debate. In Emptiness Appraised, David Burton notes “three readings of Nagarjuna’s philosophy.”
 The first is “sceptic. Nagarjuna has no views (drsti), no philosophical position (pratijna), because he claims that he knows nothing about things in their actual nature.”
 The second is “ ‘mystic’ ”
 because our knowledge of things cannot be formulated in words and propositions. The third begins with an ontological position – things do not have an actual nature and proceeds to the epistemological conclusion that all such so-called knowledge is false. Which of these positions can the Bahá’í Writings accommodate? 

The first ‘sceptical’ position cannot be accepted in toto since the Bahá’í Writings assert that we are able to know the nature of things by means of their attributes. `Abdu'l-Bahá says, 

Know that there are two kinds of knowledge: the knowledge of the essence of a thing and the knowledge of its qualities. The essence of a thing is known through its qualities; otherwise, it is unknown and hidden . . . The inner essence of man is

unknown and not evident, but by its qualities it is characterized and known.
Thus everything is known by its qualities and not by its essence.

In other words, we can gain true knowledge about the essence of things   by studying their attributes or qualities; however – and this is the key – such study will give us genuine knowledge about the actual nature of the thing. From a Bahá’í perspective, this knowledge may be limited  but it is not necessarily untrue. Thus, we are able to make at 

least some knowledge claims and adopt some philosophical positions, which is something

that Nagarjuna denies.  In other words the Mahayana view of knowledge as expounded by Nagarjuna goes too far. 


The second view ‘mystical’ view, which advocates a “ ‘trans-rational’ , ‘non-linguistic’ gnosis”
 also presents problems for the Bahá’í Writings. This is not to say that they deny that there is such ‘trans-rational’ knowledge but that all genuine knowledge of all things is completely of this type. Hence “Nagarjuna has no views, no philosophical position because his knowledge of things as they actually are is not of the type that can be formulated in propositional terms.”
 In other words, no propositional knowledge is true. However, the Bahá’í Writings maintain that at least some true propositional knowledge is possible which is why there is progress and why we need progressive revelation. Here again, we observe that the Mahayana position advocated by Nagarjuna goes too far. 

The third view is that things do not have an actual nature or essence and that any 

knowledge claims based on the concept of there being essences are fundamentally false.

Because all things have no inherent and actual nature of their own, “one dharma cannot ultimately be distinguished from another.”
 If we cannot distinguish among things, we cannot really know them since there can be no knowledge without distinction. From the perspective of the Bahá’í Writings, therefore, Nagarjuna’s view is outrightly erroneous for according to them, things do have an actual nature or essence, repeated attributes in the cosmic flux, and we can learn about it by studying the attributes. They also disagree with the profoundly sceptical consequences of Nagarajuna’s view: if we cannot know about the nature of a thing, we cannot, in effect know anything about it. However, we have already seen `Abdu'l-Bahá’s statements about how essences may – and may not – be known. In other words, the Writings assert that genuine knowledge of the nature of things is possible even though things are relative, empty, conventional and limited. 

26. The Emptiness of Emptiness

If Buddhism and the Bahá’ís Faith can agree on the emptiness of ordinary reality can they agree on the Buddhist concept of the emptiness of emptiness? Abstruse as the 

phrase may sound, the underlying idea is quite simple, namely 

that emptiness itself is empty. It is not a self-existent void standing behind the veil 

of illusion represented by conventional reality, but merely am aspect of conventional reality.

In the verses of Chandrakirti, Nagarjuna’s great acolyte,

All phenomena lack the essential nature, and

The wisest of all call this "emptiness."

Furthermore, the Wise One said,

This emptiness is empty of being an inherently existent emptiness.

The emptiness of what is called "emptiness"

Is the "emptiness of emptiness."

The Buddha taught it to counteract

The mind’s tendency to think of emptiness as something truly existent.

In short, we are not to turn emptiness into a kind of noumenon or God since it is “nothing more than a conventional designation.”
 We must “resist the compulsive need to refer the illusion fostered by language and conceptual thought beyond every day experience to 

some more sublime reality.”
 If we reify our concepts we will obscure our understanding of reality and become trapped by words and their inherent limitations. 


From one perspective, the Bahá’í Writings reject the concept of the emptiness of emptiness since for Bahá’ís the ultimate point of view is identified with God, the Absolute and God cannot be empty,  that is, relative and subject to dependent origination. Of course, not all Buddhist scholars agree that emptiness is necessarily empty; in his commentary on The Diamond Sutra, Conze tells is that “ ‘Emptiness’ is our word for the Beyond, for transcendental reality. That the transcendental is beyond is self-evident.”
 In saying this, Conze has, in effect, reified emptiness because it is unconditioned and that which is unconditioned is no longer dependent on or subject to anything.
 It is wholly independent, it has a self-nature – and in that sense is not empty, although we may not know anything else about it. In other words, this emptiness is “transcendental,” beyond dependent origination and relativity, and, therefore cannot be empty. Bahá’ís would say the same about God. 


However, there is also a sense in which Bahá’ís can accept the emptiness of 

Emptiness. If  Huntington and Wangchen are correct in their view that the primary purpose of Nagarjuna and the Madhyamikas  is soteriological rather than purely philosophical, then the Bahá’ís can certainly agree with the goal of this concept. It is important not to be imprisoned or mislead by words, especially when it comes to thinking about the Absolute. Moreover, this concept also reminds us of the inherent limitations of human knowledge, limited insofar as such knowledge is based on the phenomenal, samsaric world, and is therefore only relatively real, conventional or empty.  

27.  Nirvana is Samsara

One of the major topics in studying Buddhist and Bahá’í ontology is the relationship of nirvana and samsara. Complicating this issue is the fact that Theravada Buddhism and the Mahayana  are in fundamental, irreconcilable disagreement as to whether nirvana and samsara are completely separate or essentially one. In the Theravada view, nirvana and samsara are ontological dualities, two wholly different kinds of ‘things,’ the first being unconditioned, non-relative, independent and empty, while the latter is conditioned, relative, dependent and non-empty. In the Pali Sutras, “there is not the least insinuation that this reality [nirvana] is metaphysically indistinguishable at some profound level from its manifest opposite, samsara.”
 Indeed, for the Theravada the antithesis of samsara and nirvana is the basis of the quest for liberation. From a Theravada perspective, if there were no difference, there would be no point to the whole idea of liberation from the imperfect samsaric world.


Mahayana Buddhism has a completely different view. For it, “the assumption of

any kind of duality is considered as the basic error of logical thinking.”
  According 

to Nagarjuna, 


There is not the slightest difference


Between cyclic existence [samsara] and nirvana.


There is not the slightest difference


Between nirvana and cyclic existence [samsara]

This, of course, is the famous doctrine of the identity of nirvana and samsara, a doctrine that is also found in The Heart Sutra:
Form is emptiness and the every emptiness is form; emptiness does not differ from form, form does not differ from emptiness; whatever is form,  that is emptiness, whatever is emptiness, that is form.

According to this sutra, form, the samsaric world, and emptiness, that is, nirvana are equal and convertible terms, a claim that eliminates all dualities and transforms one into the other.
  Moreover, 


“Samsara is Nirvana, because there is, when viewed from the ultimate nature of 

the Dharmakaya, nothing going out of nor coming into, existence [samsara being only apparent]: Nirvana is samsara when it is coveted and adhered to.”

This echoes The Heart Sutra’s statement that “there is no origination, no stopping, no path . . . no attainment and no nonattainment.”
 What all this means in effect, is that opposites do not really, that is, ultimately, clash; even “[a] affirmation and negation, existence and non-existence are not to be held apart as two.”
 Therefore, “Nirvana is not something transcendental or that it stands above this world of birth and death, joy and sorrow, love and hate, peace and struggle.”
 One consequence of this is that even good and evil are not ultimately distinct from the ultimate perspective, somewhat along Alexander Pope’s assertion

All Nature is but Art unknown to thee; 
All chance direction, which thou canst not see; 
All discord, harmony not understood; 
Al partial evil, universal good.

An spite of Pride, in erring Reason's spite, 
One truth is clear, Whatever is, is right.
 

Here, in western terminology, perfection (nirvana) and reality (samsara) – correctly viewed – are one and the same. 


There can be little doubt that the Bahá’í ontology favours the Theravada understanding that nirvana and samsara are ontologically distinct and not to be conflated and confused as the Mahayana seems to do. Indeed, Bahá’í ontology, like the Theravada

seems to assert that the relativity and inter-dependence of things does not mean they are identical. The fact that my existence as a human being depends on the influence of trees and plants does not make me a plant or make my life-continuum or bhavanga that of a plant. Consequently, the Writings  and the Theravada do not think that the cosmos is ontologically one-dimensional, with the only difference between samsara and nirvana being in the point of view that we adopted. From their perspective, the universe is not ontologically one-dimensional, that is, there are various levels of being such as the material world in which we live and what `Abdu'l-Bahá calls “reality”:

This present life is even as a swelling wave, or a mirage, or drifting shadows. Could ever a distorted image on the desert serve as refreshing waters? No, 

by the Lord of Lords! Never can reality and the mere semblance of reality

be one, and wide is the difference between fancy and fact, between truth
and the phantom thereof.

Here we can clearly see that `Abdu'l-Bahá contrasts between ontological dualities: reality and semblance; fancy and fact; truth and phantom. We cannot get from one to the other of these by changing our perspective on either of them. Furthermore, we must recall that the Writings make a clear distinction the phenomenal world and the Abhá Kingdom as well as the ultimate ontological distinction between Creator and the created. More specifically, 

how can the phenomenal reality embrace the Preexistent Reality? For comprehension is the result of encompassing--embracing must be, so that comprehension may be--and the Essence of Unity surrounds all and is not surrounded.

This assertion makes it clear that the phenomenal and God are of such essentially different ontological domains that no mere change in viewpoint could vitiate the differences. Their differences are not merely epistemological but real, that is, cannot be eliminated by a shift of view or understanding. The existence of a multi-dimensional ontological world is also seen in the following:

O ye who are the chosen ones of the Abhá Kingdom! Praise ye the Lord of Hosts for He, riding upon the clouds, hath come down to this world out of the heaven of the invisible realm,

The Lord of Hosts is self-evidently coming from an “invisible realm” that cannot be identified with the phenomenal world. It may, of course, be objected that `Abdu'l-Bahá wants us to 

enter the paradise of the spiritual Kingdom, diffuse the lights of the Sun of Truth, cause the waves of this Most Great Ocean to reach all human souls so that this world of earth may be transformed into the world of heaven and this devastated ground be changed into the paradise of Abhá.

This clearly demonstrates that one realm cannot be transformed into another. Given the obvious distinction between various ontological realms, between the stations of God, Manifestation and creation, this statement must be taken metaphorically, as a symbol for 

the improvement of the earth under divine guidance. 

28. Three Conclusions 


This study has examined nine areas of ontological concern that seem to be common among the various forms of Buddhism: impermanence (anicca), dependent origination, non-self (anatman),  non-theism, nirvana, the two truths doctrine,  

Nirvana and samsara, emptiness and the nature of the Buddha. As a result of this work, three conclusions suggest themselves. First, Buddhist and Bahá’í ontology have more in common, both by way of convergence, correspondences and outright agreement,  than one would have expected from faiths with such different histories. Therefore, we feel confident in claiming that this study provides factual support for the Bahá’í doctrine of the essential one-ness of all religions. These two faiths pursue their soteriological aims by doctrines different in wording but otherwise strikingly similar in content. Naturally, we must not sweep aside genuine differences but these must be contextualized by the extensive foundational similarities regarding their ontological concerns and solutions. 

The second conclusion is that while the Bahá’í Writings can accommodate many Buddhist teachings on these ontological issues, they will not always place the same emphasis on them. This can lead to the appearance of greater differences than there actually are. In other words, many differences are differences in emphasis and not so much outright and essential differences in substance. A good example of this is the relativity – emptiness – of phenomenal existence as developed in both religions. The third, provisional, conclusion is that generally speaking, the Bahá’í Writings are balanced in their agreement vis-à-vis ontological issues between the Theravada and the Mahayana. There is no clear preference for one or the other.
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