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               Buddhism and Prayer, by Jason Espada

The teachings of the Historical Buddha can be likened to a golden thread, running through Buddhist history and through the whole range of genuine Buddhist teachings.  

Buddhism is essentially teachings on practices that bring liberation through insight into our own nature.  Significantly, Buddhism is also the whole range of the practices that support this knowing, as well as the result of such insight- acting in the world to relatively and ultimately benefit others.

The necessary supporting practices come from insight into what we need, and these can include such things as ethics, meditation, loving kindness, gratitude, humility, patience, generosity, sobriety, and so on.

The word Buddhism comes from the Sanskrit root 'Budh' which means 'awake'.  The Tibetan word for Buddha is 'San-gye' which means 'completely purified, and fully developed'.  What is purified, or removed,  is wrong view, and what is fully brought out and developed is all of our excellent qualities, especially those of love, compassion, wisdom and power.

It's helpful to know, or to develop for oneself an idea of what characterizes Buddhism.  This way we will know where the various teachings fit with one another.  We will have this sense of reference, like looking at a map and

knowing where we are at any moment.  And we will have a sense of the direction that Buddhist teachings would have us go in as well.  

Traditionally, what is called ‘merit’ is positive energy, creating happiness. This is produced by right actions of body, speech and mind.  Some examples of right action would include: speaking gently, having patience, forgiveness, gratitude, humility, and devotion; generosity, calm, encouraging others, and having and cultivating loving kindness and compassion.  These produce positive energy, positive conditions.  We all need a lot of this.  

While merit is not the essential point in Buddhism, it is necessary as a supporting condition, without which the full actualization of the path is not possible.  The same could be said of devotional practices such as chanting, reflections that generate faith, calm concentration meditation, ethics and love – that while these are not the main point, depending on the individual, they have this use, they can be necessary to get a full result.  In one sense, Wisdom is dependant on nothing.  In another important way however, Wisdom arising in a person’s mind is dependant on a number of causes.

The Seventh Dalai Lama said:

‘Even the eagle, king of birds,

cannot fly if he is missing a wing.

Many find the wing ‘perception of emptiness’, (discernment)

but only those with the wing of bodhimind

(great universal love and compassion)

fly to the omniscient state of Buddhahood’
In these times of receiving the transmission of  Buddhist teachings from other cultures, it is vital that we be clear about the key elements from Traditional Buddhist teachings.  Knowing these points will make it possible to benefit form a range of material, without getting confused as to their purpose, or their place in the scheme of things.

In every Buddhist Tradition presenting a complete path, it's not enough to cultivate ethics and meditation, as essential as those are.  The encouragement 

that we receive here tells us that aim is of meditation is the understanding that brings freedom from ego grasping and afflictive emotions.  

The Historical Buddha is reported to have said:

‘I teach only two things:

 suffering, and the end of suffering’ 

One Tibetan teacher, Chagdud Tulku, compared calm meditation alone to pressing down the pause button on a tape recorder – as long as this is ‘held down’ the turmoil and troubled thoughts and emotions stop. But that is temporary.  To put an end to problems we need the deeper practice of thoroughly understanding the evolutionary process of wrong views and the suffering that comes from it.

This emphasis on wisdom is the central feature in Buddhism.  It’s important to make this distinction.  Buddhism is synonymous with liberating the mind.  And even when we excerpt from the teachings, along with its historical reference, it is this liberating aspect that characterizes something as still being Buddhist.  

I recall hearing a line from Thich Nhat Hanh, something to the effect that one should not use Buddhist methods to not practice Buddhism.  Some examples of this might be: getting attached to peace, or to the joy of a particular feeling in meditation, or, exercising the mind with study, remaining in concepts.  These can keep a person from getting down to right (insight) practice.  If we know the aim of these teachings, however, then every meditation method and prayer can be seen as having its place.

What’s more, if we are to receive, cultivate and transmit these living traditions, we need to be clear about the central place of insight in all these teachings.

A Living Stream…

A Buddhist lineage is a living stream, of energy, teachings and encouragement.  Its practice is just this: to attain wisdom; to cultivate wisdom; to support and encourage each other in every way; to encourage 

wisdom, the highest good for a person, making a person fully capable, with love, the greatest fulfillment.

In this way our own life-as-practice is related to everyone else’s, to the whole world, and to all of life, because how can we encourage in others what we don’t have enough of in ourselves?  We can come to the point when we feel that we must practice as well as we can for this self-that-includes-others.  This is why we would utilize every support, and reach for and make use of every available resource, outside, and in ourselves, for ourselves and for others sake.

“Purify Your Mind…”

There is one verse from the teachings of the Historical Buddha that I have found, with only slightly different wording, in each of the three main Buddhist Traditions – the Theravada, the Zen and Tibetan Traditions.

It says: 

Do no wrong actions, 

Do as much good as you can, 

Purify your mind.

This is the teaching of the Buddha.

The Historical Buddha’s teachings emphasize our own effort on the path.  In the same collection as the verse mentioned above we hear things such as, ‘No one can purify another’, and, ‘Work out your own salvation with 

diligence’.  So how can we reconcile this seeming contradiction between our own effort, and prayer that is looking to any other for assistance?

For me, the clearest expression of how these two elements can go together comes from the Zen / Pure Land Tradition, where they refer to the relationship between ‘Self-Power’ and ‘Other-Power’.

Here is an excerpt from Zen Philosophy, Zen Practice, by ThichThien-An (quoted in full later in this anthology)

‘Zen Buddhism emphasizes man's ability to develop himself through his own inner strength and states that by his determination and constant practice he can attain the state of enlightenment and spiritual 

perfection known as Buddhahood. This reliance upon one's own effort as the way to enlightenment is known as "self-power," and the philosophy of self-power forms the basis for practice in both the Rinzai and Soto schools of Zen. However, Buddhism includes not only the conception of self-power, but also the conception of an "other-power," the compassionate power radiating from the heart of Amita Buddha, the glorified Buddha of the Great Vehicle…

According to the teaching of the Buddha, every living being has a Buddha nature. Therefore, it is within the potential of every man to realize that Buddha nature and to become enlightened. But to reach that state is a tremendously difficult task, calling for dauntless courage and unflinching will power. Thus, very few people are capable of reaching enlightenment by themselves; very few have the required spiritual qualification. For the majority of people it is necessary to rely upon the help of others, and here we find the germ of the "other-power" schools…  

If the self-power and other-power work together to assist each other, then we can go anywhere, reach anywhere we wish. By fusing these 

two powers in our daily practice, we can enter the gates of enlightenment and abide in the city of Nirvana.’

A number of years ago I found a very similar idea expressed by a Christian author named Gary Thomas, in his book ‘The Glorious Persuit – Imitating the Virtues of Christ”.

First he quotes the Apostle Paul, in Colossians, saying, ‘To this end (Christ-likeness) I labor, struggling with all his energy, which so powerfully works in me”

Then Mr. Thomas adds: ‘Paul is laboring.  But he is struggling with God’s energy, not his own, ‘which so powerfully works within him.  

And, ‘In this passage Paul is pointing to an underlying spiritual principle – we are working, but doing so with a supernatural strength in us.

‘Many Christians have been hung up on these contradictions – does God work, or do we work?  The truth is these realities are complementary, not contradictory….

He goes on to quote the writer John Owen as saying, ‘God works in us and with us, not against us or without us’. And adds, ‘The virtues are the key to understanding this’.

If the ultimate aim in Buddhism is freedom from wrong views and suffering, and the compassionate life that is naturally produced from this – then how is this freedom accomplished?

In Buddhism, from the earliest times, there have always been a range of methods available to meet people’s different needs.  The main practice, as mentioned earlier, is meditation, calm and insight, and this is a common factor present in all of the Buddhist Schools.  The other elements, such as ethics, study, reflection, chanting, mantra, and prayer, we can say, all work on the mind, to transform it, and to support the contemplative life.  These can help to facilitate, deepen and clarify meditation.  They can help to integrate, and to actualize or to express more fully what we experience in the practice.

We can pray to receive benefit ourselves, or, once having found these resources, we can pray for others, so they can have these benefits as well.

Prayer has many uses.  In general, it directs our mind to our higher possibilities, however we may define them.  In this way prayer is used to 

exalt, to uplift the mind, to purify, to empower, to receive and share blessings.

Prayer in A Non-Theistic Tradition…

In Western terms, Buddhism is a non-theistic tradition.  Across the spectrum of the different Buddhist lineages, there is no reference or recourse made to a creator deity.  But then, who do Buddhists pray to?, and what do they pray for?

Buddhists pray for blessings from Buddhas, lineage gurus, and Bodhisattvas (beings who live to serve).   And, being human, they pray for many of the same things people pray for in other religions: for healing, safety, for light and strength, for understanding, and for ordinary things as well.

Here is an example of a prayer by the 19th century Tibetan teacher, Jamgon Kongtrul to his teacher:

‘My own mind is Buddha, but I never realize this.

Discursive thoughts are Dharmakaya (ultimate reality), but I don’t realize this.  This is the unfabricated, innate natural state, but I cannot keep to this.  Naturalness is things are they really are, but I have no conviction in this.  Guru, think of me; gaze quickly upon me with compassion.’

(from ‘Natural Radiance’, by Lama Surya Das)

To people who worship a creator God, prayers to Buddhas or to teachers may seem like a small thing.  People may ask, ‘Isn’t this all imagination?’, 

or ‘How is it that another person can give us the help that we need?’  It may seem to them that such prayer is likely only to get some little result.  But this is not the case.

Here are two selections that have touched me, that describe how this different type of prayer can work.

The first is from Thich Nhat Hanh, from his book, The Energy of Prayer’: 

‘In Vietnam, we also have a custom of praying to spirits, those who have died and become holy souls.  We also pray to our ancestors and to our parents who have passed away.  We pray because we believe firmly that when we are in touch with these people, we receive energy from them that will help us…

Through my own prayer I have discovered that it is as helpful to pray to the living as it is to pray to those who have passed away.  The happiness and lucidity of those around us can also add energy to our prayers.  Within our circle of friends and family, there are those whom 

we see as solid, as an inspiration.  Thinking of these people can bring more energy into our bodies…

In difficult moments, if our mind is conditioned in the direction of someone in whom we have faith, then we can have more energy to overcome life’s uncertainties.’

The second selection is from the Christian teacher, Ron Roth, from his book, ‘The Healing Power of Prayer’.  In it he says:

‘When you pronounce a name with love, any name, you make a connection with it.  I can look at a picture of my mother and call upon her name and feel an immediate connection.  Now, you might say that’s just a memory or affection, but I would disagree.  

With love, we call our beloved’s name and it seems to release an energy in our beloved as it does in us…’

When we look at the history of religions in different cultures, it seems that prayer is a universal activity.  People everywhere use prayer to express grief, yearning, aspiration, and for the transmission of the energy of compassion.

In all religions and cultures, prayer gives true voice to our deep regrets and to our aspirations…. and depending on the inner state of a person, prayer can be a form of spiritual activity, springing from that deep part of ourself, or inspired by what is most true in us, to act in this world…

Different religions' cosmology comes into play here, of course, but the impulse, the motivation to receive benefit, to reach for truth or to express our real life is everywhere the same…  if there is a work-able world view, then prayer can function for a person.

This last year I’ve come to feel that prayer is the expression of our fundamental nature in response to the world.  We pray because we have to.  This is who we are.

One definition I came across recently called prayer 'a heart wish'.  To me, this is saying that, whether or not we use words, our prayer is an action of some type. It is the direction of our life.  If we think about things, then something in us moves.  We respond.  Contemplation leads naturally to prayer.

Of course, there are- always and everywhere - relatively enlightened or unenlightened levels of prayer.  The ‘relatively unenlightened’ would be praying selfishly, whereas the (step by step) relatively enlightened prayer has more understanding of who we are and what we need. 

The simple wish, , 'May you be happy' can mean many things in the mind of people, and I think if we are sensitive we can have some feeling for what people are talking about when they wish us well…

I imagine a passing a person on the sandy road in a beach town - he lives there, and is deeply tanned… he has a mixed drink in one hand, a pina colada with plenty of ice, let's say, and a fat mystery novel in the other…  if this person were to wish me happiness, I think it would be his idea of what 

that means… like, 'May you get a good tan today and not get sunburnt, may you get comfortably numb from delicious fruity drinks on the beach, may your mystery novel have some good twists to it…. may you sleep blissfully 

in the sun, wake up and find your way home before nightfall, then do the same thing again tomorrow…'

When we wish another well, we have something in our mind that this means.  For a person who has studied and practiced meditation, or prayer, and has found some wonderful things, this, naturally, is what we have in mind when we have a wish for another.

May you have happiness - this is perhaps the root Buddhist prayer, and in it is what is meant by happiness as known when meditation is studied and practiced.

May you have happiness

May you be healthy

May you be peaceful

In addition to such things as happiness and harmony in our relationships, or for stability and success in our careers, in Buddhism we find many prayers also to accomplish what the Buddhas and Saints intend for us.  It is their wish, expressed in their teachings and great encouragement, for us to cut the root of confusion in our lives and put an end to suffering, so that we can act with wisdom and compassion in this world.

Specifically Buddhist prayer can be identified in this way.  It always has this function.  It helps a person to develop his or her mind, his or her good heart.  

Or, it is an expression of a positive motivation regarding the needs of this world.

Prayer is used to purify and uplift the mind.  It moves towards enlightenment, and outwards from the realization of compassion.

There is another way that prayer can be considered Buddhist, and that is when we make use of the language of a Tradition and are able to draw on the power of that Tradition or transmit something of its energy.  

It is perhaps here that Buddhist prayers have their widest application.  Over the course of a person’s life, all manner of guidance or assistance will be sought, all manner of appeal made.  And since the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas intend only good for us, if we are connected, somehow we will get what we need.  It may not come in the form we would wish, or as fast as we want, but certainly there is benefit, there is comfort, healing and support.

If we study other world religions we will certainly see similarities to the kinds of prayers offered here.  There is a universal aspect to many of these 

prayers.  A Tradition will always have these two aspects to it – one is the all important ultimate dimension, beyond tradition, that empowers all traditions.  

Rabia has a poem in which she says:

In my soul 

there is a temple, a shrine, 

a mosque, a church

where I kneel.

Prayer should bring us to an altar 

where no walls or names exist.

This aspect ‘beyond names and forms’ is what unifies and lets us know our kinship with others of other places and Faiths.  And it is this ultimate dimension that gives life to a tradition.  

It’s much like when the roots of a tree go down deep into the earth and reach water, and that life nourishes the whole tree.  Then all the branches, of a tree, or a tradition, and leaves, and flowers and fruit will certainly flourish.

The second aspect of Tradition comes from the fact that in our relative world there is something unique about the qualities and energies of the different Buddhist Traditions that have come to us from different cultures and times.

Both of these aspects are vital.  If not for the first, a tradition or a practice might have no power, no effect.  And if we are not aware of the second – that of the different energetic qualities of traditions, and that we exist and receive them on all these different levels, then we could find ourselves meeting an appropriate teaching for us, but perhaps from a lineage that does not suit us personally.  There is no need for this.  Where some small adjustment can be made (i.e. getting that teaching through another lineage) then we can more fully receive the benefit that can come from connecting with a teaching and tradition.  

Language is a powerful and endlessly diverse mystery, and so, if we want to find what we connect with on a deeper level, we should hear things expressed in different ways, by different teachers.  The main thing is to find what works for us personally.  This is very much in keeping with the Buddhist principle of testing the teachings and then sharing the good we find with others.

A Word About Poetry and Prayer

Poetry and prayer have something in common.  There are times when these are felt to be essential, because when our ordinary use of language doesn't say enough. 

Most of the time we don't mind that ordinary language is 'good enough', but when there is an urgency to communicate, or to say something exactly, that's when we feel this lack in ordinary language, and the result is - at least -the attempt to speak in another, more creative way.  For people who have an ear for poetry, this language can have more potency, more possibilities.  Something more true can be said.

In religious traditions we often find this powerful wish to communicate, to give form to motivation, or to inspire, to celebrate, or to mourn, or to point to some truth.  Any of these can take the form of poetry or prayer.

This kind of language is different from ordinary language in that there is power behind it.  The reasons people pray or write in a poetic way is because they are moved by some inner force, some inner conviction, some great need.  This is what distinguishes poetry and prayer from the rest of the ways we use language.

Again, when it comes to religious traditions, the most important points are often expressed in poetry, or in that tradition's prayers.  For some, this is the only kind of language that can express what must be said, or that can inspire us to find a truth four ourselves.  We can even say that poetic, prayerful language is the quintessential expression of a tradition.

Even if prayer is not the main practice of a lineage, we can still see from their prayers the framework of ideas, or the context of beliefs for the spiritual practices of that tradition.  We can see what are considered the key elements.  In this way the prayers in this collection can provide an introduction to the different Buddhist traditions. 

May you receive all their benefit.

