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Buddhist Traditions In Harmony, by Jason Espada

As a student of the different schools of Buddhism, I've gotten a lot of encouragement from different teachings. I feel that there is something good in all of them, and that they each have developed certain aspects of teaching, their unique contribution, very well, very thoroughly. This is to all of our great advantage. 

Of course, there are doctrinal differences, the most noticeable being the distinction made between seeking, or striving for one's own individual liberation (as expressed in the Theravada or Hinayana individual liberation teachings), and that of seeing practice as something we do in order to help remove the suffering of all beings without exception; seeing learning and practice as something based on having an altruistic motivation, as being for the sake of all beings (as expressed in the Mahayana, or path of universal salvation teachings). 

As a student I've tried to take what's good from each approach, and I also found that at a certain point I had internalized this seemingly fundamental conflict. 

(Basically, some Mahayanists with a more narrow perspective say the Theravadins are selfish, while some orthodox and critical Theravadins claim the Mahayana is not what the Buddha taught.) 

I've often thought that it's unfortunate, with so much good, helpful teachings in each of these different traditions, that there should be this contention and division and apparent conflict. Certainly we should be able to learn from them all when it's useful to us. 

It seems to me that not only has each tradition very thoroughly developed certain aspects of teaching, but that these teachings. at least potentially, can be complementary to one another. 

I think it's true that each tradition is complete in itself as it is now, but they still have at least the potential to benefit from other schools of thought, other teachings and related ways of practice that have developed apart from them. We should not be rigid, inflexible and dogmatic when that is not to our advantage. 

Very often when one aspect of Buddhist teaching in either the Zen, Theravada or Tibetan tradition is more developed, then other aspects are less thoroughly described. So it is conceivable to bring together teachings of the different schools in a way that very thoroughly describes the path of practice. What one has less of the other can provide. I believe this would be a 'higher synthesis'. 

When the different well developed teachings are taken together, in a skillful way, they can more swiftly and completely bring about the results that are the objective of each approach. This would be good for everyone. 

We can still have a few doctrinal differences, of course, but if these can be worked through so that they don't get in the way of our learning, then it would be of tremendous benefit to us all. 

So, this is how I resolved what to me now is only an apparent conflict between the Mahayana and Theravada emphasis for myself: 

First, at times I can see the continuity between practice and how I choose to live in the world in relation to others. I've found that: 

One's own individual liberation, the purification of mind, 
is the necessary basis that allows for there to be empathy, 
more extensive seeing, the ability to live fully, and to work... 

We have to talk about this first, otherwise words such as empathy, love and compassion don't make any sense. They are mostly concepts. What we call compassion, or the dedication to helping others, is the natural response of a liberated mind. 

Sometimes it's said that 'at a certain point, the Buddhas awaken the Theravada Arhats (saints) and encourage them to enter the Mahayana path. This can be taken as a metaphor- a poetic way of saying that at a certain point the heart awakens- the Buddha nature within us awakens in response to the suffering of living beings. Then, quite naturally, a person finds himself or herself dedicated to helping others. 

Another way of speaking about the relationship between practice and our attitudes and actions could be to say that: 

The same life that brings us to birth, 
the love, compassion and understanding within us, 
brings us to reach for the birth 
of all those we see in this world... 

So it is that necessary and appropriate self-interest, even what we may think of at the time as egoistic action, when it produces wisdom always leads beyond itself. There is more to individual liberation than individual liberation alone. There is understanding and the freedom it brings, leading to compassion, and to action. 

Then, also, at times when it is necessary for us to focus on 'untying the knot of ego' and resolving afflicted emotions in order to move forward and act in this world, (for everyone this is essential work), 


then at those times we can say: 

The same life that brings us to reach 
for the birth of all those we see in this world, 
also brings us to birth... 

It is just here that we can see how true it is- in taking care of yourself, you are taking care of all of us. And that this too is definitely one form of compassion-in-action. 

It's like this: suppose you were to wake up some time in the middle of the night to find that the house is on fire- people are running, shouting, some people are still sleeping, and there is smoke and flames everywhere... (this is like waking up to Samsara as being like a burning house) 

At such a time, the best thing you could so is to sit up and clear your own mind, to get your own bearings and sense of direction. At this time the most compassionate, responsible thing you could do would be to clarify your own mind first, your own situation and the situation of everyone else you would want to lead out of the burning house. Then you could lead yourself and others to safety. 

This is what the liberation teachings can be compared to: how to get out of a burning house, or a dangerous situation. Depending on our motivation, (which can change), we can read these instructions and verify what they say for ourselves alone, or to be able to help both self and others. 

In actual practice there is an organic, seamless continuity- having some freedom naturally leads to sympathy and mercy, and this feeling encourages a person to further wisdom and emancipation. 

Practicing the One Vehicle- the Vehicle of Awakening 

The appearance of two separate paths, those of liberation and compassionate action, actually contain each other. We could even go so far as to say they are one, because practicing any one approach, with time, necessarily brings out the other factors as well. We find ourselves on the same road. From wherever we are, practicing the Buddha's teaching leads us to the wholeness of being a free and loving person acting in this world. 

While appreciating the unique qualities, energy and inspiration of each tradition, I've found it useful to try and keep in mind how they all have the same motivation behind them, which is to bring people out of suffering, and also that each approach in time will produce the same result, that of a true human being, the awakened life. In this way we can say that they are always of one heart, and that consistently throughout, all of the different forms have one essential nature. 

I try to keep the awareness that all of the Buddhist practice that we do is of a single liberating essence of Great Compassion. This is true applied anywhere- whether practice appears to be for ourselves, helping others indirectly, or whether it is seen as directly helping others. This is what we find in practicing. 

Teachings are offered freely to help us all. Looking at it this way makes it easier to draw benefit from different teachings without falling into sectarian prejudice. Their richness and variety is something to be celebrated. These treasures are a part of our heritage as human beings. And because the different teachings have developed over time, to match the needs and temperaments of people, we can learn from them all, and then use whatever we need, or enjoy. 

To suggest something further about the nature of our practice-  actually, I think that whether we see it or not our practice is always essentially one of all inclusive, universal compassion. It is always for all. 

Everyone benefits from any practice that we do. It increasingly goes 
in this direction. This is what it is that wants to be born. And this is its heart, its essential nature every step of the way. 

Elsewhere I've described the term 'bodhicitta' as ' the will to universal liberation and enlightenment inherent in our true nature'. At times it helps to identify practice like this. This is the active, creative, transformative factor. 

The significant experience of this will becoming conscious, and allying ourselves with that, is the basis upon which we place the label 'Mahayana', or 'bodhisattvayana'. So in that sense there is a difference in what is known, brought forth, and experienced. 

But sometimes we have to wait to see this: 

Sometimes we have to wait 
until the fruit grows 
before we know what kind of a tree we have 
When an apple grows 
we've had an apple tree all along 

In this process, of course, each stage is as necessary, and as valuable as every other. Knowing this we will take really good care of wherever we are, and whatever the necessary practice if for us in this moment. 

At a certain point I had the thought concerning this whole 'practice for self - practice for others matter, that it related to how we define 'ourselves'. I thought What we need is a definition of self that includes others, and a definition of others that includes our own self. Then individual liberation and compassionate service are known to be one action. Actually, going beyond concepts and labels leads us to the same place. 

Why is it that we do what we do? Why do we practice at all? It is taught that 'This is, because that is; this is like this because that is like that; if this is not, then that is not...' 


In reality, we are not separate. It's much truer to think of ourselves as having an inter-identity. 

At times I hear myself thinking: 

O, my world, 
how quiet you are in me... 

This is why we do what we do. We practice for self-and-others. 
No separation. (By this practice, may all beings have complete freedom and happiness!) 

To fully resolve the apparent differences between the Theravada and Mahayana approach and arrive at this feeling, I know that we may have to work through these things for ourselves. Then, keeping the most valuable and well developed teachings from each approach, we should recognize their true nature. 

In the Lotus Sutra, the Buddha teaches that Liberation is not the end of the path; that the purpose of our practice is to benefit all beings.  I can see now why Thich Nhat Hanh referred to this sutra as 'A sutra of reconciliation'. 

On one retreat, I also heard Nhat Hanh say that 'There is only one vehicle, the Buddhayana' (the vehicle of Awakening). And this is true.  Practice is for all- there is no separation. This is how things are. 

In every step, the greater world is there 
so everything that we do is for everyone 
The whole world suffers in us, 
we heal the whole world in ourselves 
This is known as the interdependence of causes 
the interdependence of effects 

And, phrasing it in terms of our responding to living in this world: 

With the thought to awaken the life 
that is of the most benefit to others, 
consider each activity, including taking care of yourself 
as the actual practice of benefiting others. 
Generate a parent's love. 
A great many are with you now, this moment, 
and the entirety of this vast field 
will be reached, both now and in the future 
by the life you live today 

For all the uncontrollable suffering, 
have mercy 
generate a life that can heal every sorrow 
and end, at last, the trains of hurt that have 
been passed on... 

Depending on how we view our practice, there are a couple of differences that still remain, from what I can tell so far. These have to do with the excellent, inconceivable qualities of love and compassion. Genuine love, compassion, and the dedication to helping others make our life meaningful, both for ourselves and for others. 


We would all do well to develop and to bring out these qualities as much as we can over the course of our lives, as they can bring us so much happiness, and sense of fulfillment. 

Love for all is all important. It is the central path itself, the very substance of the awakening mind (May it flourish!) And here, individual liberation is an integral part of the path of benefiting all beings. The bodhisattvayana, then, is what is known as an inclusive path. This is the one vehicle, complete in its expression. 

Feeling for others, and cherishing others can set our priorities in order, for 'to see with the eyes of love' is a kind of wisdom. We could say that it is an aspect of wisdom, that of valuing things rightly. And so much follows from this: dedication, inner strength, joy, patience, forgiveness, generosity, social action, meditation... 

One way we can express these values in formal practice is as follows: 
before the beginning of any practice we can do our best to produce an initial motivation of universal love and compassion as the reason for doing the practice- that all may benefit; then it is possible to carry out the practice wholeheartedly, without distraction, with a calm, clear, and focused mind; then at the end of a session of practice we can dedicate the merits produced to the benefit of all, or to accomplishing the purpose of that particular meditation. 

This way of practicing can bring a stronger determination than if we were thinking of it as being for (an isolated sense of) ourself alone. It places our lives in context as well, as it should be known. 

Thinking that 'this is not just for myself', this is getting out of the shell of ego. Even if generating this motivation seems at first only conceptual, to some extent we can awaken the sense of being naturally connected, of being related-in-this-moment, and dedicated to service. 

I think it should be said also that then practice is done in this way, with some actual feeling for the universal love and compassion that is here, then it does seem to make manifest, or to bring out more of the inclusive operation of benefit, at least as it appears to our own mind. 

Then, for all of us, the work is attending to this moment, to whatever the task is closest to us, with mindfulness and care, living with wisdom and compassion. 

The sense of 'what practice is for' cycles through these changes as our sense of self changes: 

At first there is the sense of self as entirely separate, and then liberation from difficulties is felt to be for one's self alone. 

Then at times we sense the relationship between how we are able to take care of ourself and what we are able to give to the others that we care about. When we are doing well, then we are able to be present, and can actually offer some things that are useful, such as support, or comfort, or encouragement. 

This sensing of our own practice in relation to how we are able to be with others could be called 'sequential practice'- first we take care of ourselves, and then we are able to be useful to those others that we care about. 

Then, also at times we may get the sense of self-as-related in this very moment- there is the sense that 'never for a moment are we apart'. and we can feel then that the benefit we receive from practice is naturally shared right away. 

This could be called 'simultaneous practice'- the benefit for oneself and for others is something that happens right away in this very same moment, with no gap of time at all in between. 

These different feelings we have about 'who practice is for' each have their relative validity- relative to the point of view of the one practicing, but the last, simultaneous practice, is the most true. It is the most accurate, even if it is not always seen. This is what is truly happening. 

