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A philosophical system or religious faith has value insofar as it is able to explain coherently the real nature of existence in the world within the framework of cosmological structure that we experience out there. It would mean that each existent would have to find as to what is constitutive of what we call an authentic mode of existence within the changing sands of phenomenon. The knowledge concerning the essential nature of existence would denote the realization of possibilities that are constitutive of existence itself. However, there is an old edge to it, which is this: insofar as man remains in the state of deprivation, which is to say of not knowing himself authentically, to that extent realization of authenticity of life is not possible. As soon as man comes to know that the world is not such a secure place as one had assumed it to be, he begins the process of questioning concerning the nature of existence, and it is in the context of this questioning that the Buddha’s search for meaning as well as well as the subsequent attainment of enlightenment may be understood. 
One of the conclusions that Buddha arrived at is this: since nothing in the world is stable or permanent, so there is no such an ontological permanent entity within man or the world which could be marked as permanent. Since man, like Nature in general, is devoid of a permanent substratum, so there is no need to draw a strict line of demarcation between the two. Since the two, more or less, are identical in terms of their becoming-nature, so it would mean that man is as much subject to processes as is Nature in general. The Buddha, thus, is not of the view that man “owns” his being, which is to say that he, as the center of meaning, is responsible to his being. Such a viewing of man would mean that he is in the midst of a continuous flux or becoming, and accordingly is destitute of such possibility which he could project in order to realize his own mode of being. Man like any other object out there is just “given,” and nothing more than hat.

Such a scenario would mean that man, from the very beginning, is doomed. Can such a gloomy picture of man be redeemed? For this purpose we may have to resort to the biblical picture of man. At the outset it would be right to say that the biblical picture is quite contrary to the one that the Buddha has envisaged. Although man and Nature have been created by God, yet man is not so conceived as to be simply identical with Nature. Man may be bound up with the world, yet he at the same time has the capacity of transcending its structures, which means that the being of man, in the language of the Bible, is in the image of God (Gen. 1:26).  Thus the uniqueness or distinctiveness of the being of man lies in the fact that it cannot be “submerged in Nature or merged in the laws of cosmos so long as he remains true to his destiny. The Creator’s greatest gift to man, that of the person ‘I’, necessarily places him, in analogy with God’s being, at a distance from Nature” (W. Eichhordt, Man in the Old Testament, p.3o). 

The conclusion that may be arrived at from the above graphic picture is that the Buddhist and Christian views of man are radically different from each other. The Buddhists have a reductionistic view of man, in that they consider man simply an aggregate of ever-changing group of five material and mental components. The only distinctive factor between man and the material Nature exists in the former of having consciousness. However, this consciousness too is impermanent, and thereby subject to the laws of becoming. Even though one of the Buddhist schools of thought, namely, the Vijnanavada School, may have given priority to consciousness over matter, yet it too considers consciousness to be impermanent, and this impermanence is equated with Emptiness. What for the Buddhists is ultimately real is becoming, which in Mahayanism would be equated with Emptiness. In contrast to this reductionism, we have the biblical notion of man as being ‘person.’ Man is person precisely because he owns his being as well as is disclosed to his being, which means that he is identical with I-consciousness.
The predicament in which man finds himself is not due to some defect in his being; rather it is because, according to the biblical thinking, of his fallen state. The Buddha, on the other hand, does not consider man to be fallen. Since man simply is a composition of five changing factors, so he cannot be considered to be responsible for his fallen state. In such a scheme there can be no place for sin. Instead of sin, it is the unending samsara that is responsible for the condition in which man finds himself. This becoming-wheel or samsara is so designed as would delineate the idea of continuous becoming and re-becoming, of birth and death. It such a circle of becoming that seems to be suffering from the absence of future hope. It is the uninterrupted becoming that is constitutive of human condition, and the escape from this cycle of birth and death is the sine qua non of Buddhist soteriology. The soteriological redemption, according to the Buddha, is not realized through the discovery of being; it is realized through the cognition of non-being, which is equated with Emptiness (nirvana).            

From a biblical perspective it could be argued that man simply does not exist; he, rather, exists in relation to himself and the other. The very existence of a human being implies that he exists in the world, and it is within the frame of the world that he is able to confront creatively his possibilities. However, man’s being-in-the-world must not be construed as if he belongs to the world. Although the self of man is distinct from the world, yet both of them are for each other. Man’s relationship with the world is not spatial; rather it is characterized by what may be called the existential mood, which expresses itself it terms of “concern”. Thus as long as man exists in the world, he is accordingly bound up with it (Jn. 17:15-16). 

If this is the case, it would mean that man does not realize freedom/redemption outside of himself, which is to say through self-negation. Since man has a body, it means that he has no possibility to exist apart from the body in the world. Even after death he will have some kind of body (1Cor. 15:35 ff). This understanding would entail that man is a unity of mind, body and spirit. Man is not simply an aggregate of certain material or mental factors. Man as a unity is not a thing, but a way of being. Since man is related to himself, he can either lose himself or be master of himself, which is to say that he can either be slave to sin or, through self-mastery, be in the presence of Being (cf. 1Cor. 9:27; Rom. 6:12). It is not through the process of dis-incarnation that freedom is realized; it is rather by gaining oneself.

The Buddhist concept of the world, in contrast to that of a Christian one, is dyadic. On the one hand, we have the physical world – and this world consists of the ever-changing factors, which means that it is devoid of any permanent substratum, and so is insubstantial. On the other hand there exists the world of samsara, which is constituted by ever-recurring birth and death. And this birth and death occurs in the physical world we live in – and so is seen accordingly to be the mother of suffering. The moment insubstantiality of phenomenon is realized, that very moment is the causal chain of becoming, of birth and death sundered. This very sundering of the causal nexus would terminate in the realization of soteriological freedom called nirvana. 

 This view of the world is quite contrary to the biblical view, which considers the world as being the creation of God, whereas for a Buddhist it arises due to the causal law of dependence, or what is called the dependent origination. For a Christian “The earth is the Lord’s, and fullness thereof” (1Cor. 10:26). This view of the world discloses the fact that man gains himself by using the world as an instrument for his possibilities. However, the world can also be a threat to man’s being not because of it being evil, but because he has “worshipped and served the creatures more than he has the Creator” (Rom. 1:25). It is in this act of man in which lies the corruptibility of and for the world (cf. Jn. 1:10).

Since man has the possibility of corruptibility, so he accordingly has the possibility to exist as a bound being. It is the state of boundness that characterizes man’s inauthenticity. It is so because he is unable to be decisive. It is in being decisive that the nectar of freedom is tasted. And true freedom lies in his act of faith, viz., in his decision (2Cor. 3:17; Jn. 8:32). Thus there is both freedom and non-freedom, and the contrast between the two is spoken by St. Paul in terms of “the bondage, of corruption” and “the glorious freedom of the children of God” (Rom. 8:21).  
The linking of freedom with the act of faith in the form of decision as well as call from  God signifies that freedom is to be understood as a gift, which is the essence of grace. This Christian idea of freedom is a consequence of service rendered to God, which means that freedom as a gift/grace is realized upon being obedient to the call of God. It is in and through openness to God in Christ that victory over death is achieved. Thus freedom as redemption from death is viewed by a Christian as a gift, and this gift comes to him in and through Christ’s death upon the cross. In contrast to freedom, there is the world of slavery, of sin, of non-freedom. Sinfulness of man lies in the fact that he not only is alienated from himself, but also from God.  Freedom, in comparison to sin, signifies the unity of the self in terms of reconciliation or union with God, which comes through faith in the risen Lord. It does not, as in the case of Buddha, denote de-personalization of the self. Sin is responsible in destroying the unity of the self, whereas freedom leads to the abundance of life. There is, no doubt, suffering in the world, but a Christian transcends the structures of pain by resting on hope (2Cor. 4:18). 

It may be asked as to what is the basis upon which the life of faith and hope rests? It is love on which they rest, and the actualization of love has disclosed itself through the Incarnation of the Word as Christ. And this love ultimately bears its fruit when Christ offers himself as victim upon the cross for the remission of our sins. Thus Christian salvation issues forth from the love of God in and through Christ.

In Buddhism, however, love or compassion is not absent. A Bodhisattva, for example, refuses to enter the realm of non-situated nirvana precisely because he prefers to be born in the world of suffering for the sake of humanity. He wants to redeem human beings from the clutches of suffering, which arise due to the continuance of samsara.  A Buddhist, thus, sees compassion as a means for salvational  redemption. However, there arises the philosophical problem of being and becoming. As strict believers in the theory of becoming, Buddhists accordingly have come to the conclusion that nothing lasts more than a moment. It means that within the duration of a moment there is birth as well as death. It is the momentariness of existence upon which the Buddhist doctrine of Emptiness of phenomena is based. With reference to the doctrine of Bodhisattva it would mean that his birth in the world as well as his compassion for living beings is as momentary as are the phenomena, and so it is Emptiness that seems to be the ultimate acme of existence. 

The Christian love and the compassion of a Bodhisattva, at the surface, may have much in common, but, when analyzed, they differ radically from each other. The compassion of a Bodhisattva, from the ultimate standpoint, is as insubstantial as is a shadow. In contrast to it, Christian love may be understood as an instrument of entering into a new mode of life (Jn. 15:12) in terms of which love for the ‘other’ flows forth. Love, thus, is not a mere emotion; it is a demand of the situation, which means that love always exists where there is a situation  --  and a situation always calls for a decision. However, this love for the other is not simply my own; it comes from God, which is to say that it is God’s love for me that makes my love for the other possible (1Jn. 4:10).

In Buddhism there is nothing comparable to the love which Christianity announces. In Christianity man derives his ontological solidity from God’s love itself, whereas in Buddhism man is devoid of such solidity. Thus the Buddhists have reduced man, on the one hand, to a heap of ever-changing components and, on the other hand, see him as being devoid of an intrinsic nature. This lack of self-nature is identified with Emptiness. It is on account of the ever-changing nature of components that man suffers from the lack of unity of the self. As man has no self, so he is unable to respond to the call of love as the ultimate value of life. In whatever form the Buddhists may formulate the theory of compassion, they are not at all in a position to speak of it as the ultimate value of life. In reducing the phenomenal arising to the dependent causal nexus, Buddhists thereby deprive man of a solid substratum, which in the language of religion is none other than God. In the absence of God, man has nothing left to which he could, at least in times of crisis, turn to. In such a doctrinal formulation compassion would have nothing more than a relative significance. Compassion may have a functional value, but it is, as a relative category, inauthentic. It is in its relative mode that the Buddhists make use of compassion as a means for inner purgation. Compassion as a relative category is seen to be  functional or efficacious to the measure the relative is not transcended. It is upon the transcendence of the relative that compassion as a relative category is subsumed by the wisdom of Emptiness. Compassion thus is made use of to the measure inner purgation in terms of detachment and dispassion is not affected.      
If dispassion or detachment is taken at their face value, it would amount of lending support to what we may call indifference – and indifference is such a state in which engagement either with love or hatred is not possible. In a word, it is a state of immobility. If this is the case, it would mean that the extension of reign of love among the people would be impossibility. The function of compassion in Buddhism is, thus, quite different from the Christian love. Love for a Christian is not a relative category, which is to say that it is not simply measured in terms of its functionality. Love is for a Christian an absolute precisely because it flows forth from God itself. Since God is identical with love, so love expresses the essential nature of God. 

The foundation of Buddhist spirituality is located in renunciation. Whether it is the cultivation of ethical values like compassion or friendliness, the goal is one: which is to effect, through inner purity, detachment and dispassion, which ultimately culminates in renunciation. Buddha best exemplifies the model of renunciatory spirituality. Being weary of life, Buddha, in the solitude of night, abandons his wife and the infant child for the sake of spiritual enlightenment. It is this paradigm of renunciation which is the basis of Buddhist monasticism as well as of Bodhisattva’s compassionate descent from the realm of situated nirvana to the phenomenal world. 
The state of renunciation in terms of perfect detachment and dispassion is not possible unless the sense of I-am-ness is obliterated, which means the uprooting of I-consciousness. It is through the destruction of I-consciousness that the so-called doctrinal truth concerning the non-existence of self dawns, which simultaneously terminates in nirvana. Thus the virtue of compassion is seen to be a means for such an end that terminates in self-negation. It is interesting to note that the gradation of six perfections is so formulated as to place charity at the lower stage of spirituality. As a relative category, it has no any other function than to prepare the ground for the realization of renunciation, which ultimately terminates in the wisdom of Emptiness. The virtue of charity is put at the lowest spiritual scale because of it being mundane. In contrast to giving, we have wisdom – and it is put on the top of the scale on account of it being trans-mundane. 

There is a school of thought that maintains that it is unjust to treat Buddhism in negative terms. It said that Buddhism does not lack the doctrine of grace or of man being in the image of Buddha. In the Pure Land Buddhism it is by depending upon the grace of Amitabha Buddha that the believer gains entrance into what is called the Western Paradise. It is in the Western Paradise where the believer is given the possibility of gaining access to non-situated nirvana. Also it is said that it is in and through the grace of Buddha that the arising of the thought of loving-kindness is actualized. It would mean that is the divine grace of God that justifies man. This may be true to the extent we consider the Buddha and Bodhisattva real ontologically. However, the Buddhist considers the various Buddhas or Bodhisattvas as a figment of imagination when considered from an absolute standpoint. These Buddhas, and thereby their grace, have simply a functional value. If the Buddhas are unreal, so would be their grace. Christian grace, on the other hand, does not flow from an insubstantial or fictitious God. It flows, rather, from real and living God. To compare Buddhist concept of grace with that of Christian concept is to do injustice to both.

There is a Buddhist view which says that man shares the nature of the Buddha, or what is called Buddha-nature. It would be equivalent to the Christian doctrine of man that says man is in the image of God. However, there is difference between the two views. The Buddhist would say that man shares the Buddha-nature relatively and not absolutely. To the extent the extinction of the self is not realized, to that extent one could say that man shares in the Buddha-nature. Upon realizing the non-existence of the self, it is then known that everything, including the Buddhas, is insubstantial. As the Buddhas disappears in the silence of Emptiness, so too disappears the Buddha-nature of creatures into the non-existence of non-form.            
Even the Dharma of salvation, which, according to the Buddha, is difficult to fathom, is ultimately but an illusion. As every word uttered, or action executed, is relative, so nothing can be real except the trans-mundane Emptiness. It would mean that even the word of the Buddha has to be treated as being relative. What, however, cannot be denied is the fact that the Buddha recognized the suffering nature of human existence, and that is why he speaks ad nauseam of such negative cankers as lust, hatred, envy, etc. These cankers are responsible in making human existence miserable. The treatment that the Buddha sought against the cankers is not so much a cure as much as a process of elimination. He sought to eliminate the self so that detachment could be realized, forgetting the fact that the void of detachment needs to be filled with the soothing water that is drawn from the well of love. And this water of love is abundantly provided by the Cross. We, thus, say “yes” to life when renunciatory “no” is made subservient to the glory and plenitude that has emerged upon the Resurrection of Jesus Christ. May we thus share the joy with the Psalmist when he proclaims that
           The heavens declare the glory of God,          
           The vault of heaven proclaims his handiwork;

           Day discourses of it today,

           Night to night hands on the knowledge.

           No utterance at all, no speech,

           No sound that anyone can hear; 

           Yet their voice goes out through all the earth,

           And their message to the ends of the world (Ps. 18.1).  
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