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LTHOUGH our calculation of time’s passage in years and centuries carries
no more weight against the vastness of the cosmic process than a feather
before a storm, still, being human, it is natural for us to nurture hope on

reaching the threshold of a new millennium. Adherents of different religions also
turn their thoughts toward the new millennium, and as Buddhists we might briefly
ponder the question what the Dhamma can offer the world in the years ahead.

From one angle it could be said that what Buddhism can offer humankind
today is exactly what it has been holding out for the past twenty-five centuries: an
acute diagnosis of the human condition and a clear path to final liberation from
suffering. But while this statement is correct as far as it goes, it is not yet
sufficient; for it does not take account of the fact that in any age the aspects of the
Dhamma to be emphasized, and the way they are to be expressed, must address
the particular problems faced by the people living in that age. The Buddha’s
teaching acquires its incisive relevance, not merely by the cogency of its broad
generalities, but by attuning its formulations to the precise problems that loom so
large in the consciousness of the particular period in which it has taken root. Thus
for the Dhamma to preserve its vitality and strength, it is not enough merely to
repeat hallowed formulas inherited from the past, however true they might be in
their own right. Rather, we must focus the lens of the Buddha’s teaching on the
deep problems faced by human beings today and determine how the teachings can
help to resolve those problems as effectively as possible. If what the Buddha
taught is “only suffering and the cessation of suffering,” then the starting point for
any convincing presentation of the way to suffering’s end must be the specific
forms of suffering characteristic of our time.
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In the decades of the twentieth century, two manifestations of suffering have
become so prevalent that they seem almost the defining characteristics of the
modern era. One is an invidious sense of meaninglessness, a feeling of alienation
from life, now becoming almost as common in the more modernized quarters of
Asia as in the West. The other, most marked in the Third World, is collective
violence. The first problem has its locus in the individual consciousness, the
second in the relationships among communities at different levels of social order.
If the Dhamma is to benefit humanity in the coming years and decades, it must
show us a way out of the abyss of meaninglessness and offer guidelines for
reducing the frequency and severity of collective violence.

The sense of meaninglessness as a widespread social phenomenon set in with
the rise of modern industrial civilization. As each new breakthrough in natural
science dealt a fresh blow to the organic Christian world view that had prevailed
during the medieval period, human beings could no longer regard themselves as
the pinnacle of creation, the beloved children of an all-loving Father who had
created the universe expressly as the stage for our unfolding march toward
salvation. Instead, under the influence of the mechanistic sciences, we came to see
ourselves as chance products of purely natural causes, born and dying in a
universe cold and indifferent to our hopes. Our existence was inexplicable in
terms of any objective source of meaning. It did not embody any higher purpose
than the brute struggle to survive and propagate our genes before death draws the
curtain closed on all our restless strivings.

The loss of meaning was further aggravated by the breakup of traditional
forms of social order under the impact of industrial capitalism. The rise of the city
and the compulsive work routine of office and factory cut the bonds of social
solidarity, so that each individual came to see himself or herself as an isolated
entity pitted against others in stark competition for dominance. The individual ego
thus became the ultimate center of experience and the sole determinant of value.
But it was an isolated ego on whom the other-regarding virtues inculcated by
religious ethics, such as generosity and self-sacrifice, no longer had any claims.
Altruism and restraint were eclipsed by the new creed of self-indulgence, which
gave precedence to wealth, power, and conspicuous consumption as the supreme
goals of life.

As Western technology and its offshoot, the consumerist culture, spread to the
far corners of the world, the breakdown of meaning and the sense of self-
alienation became endemic to many lands, and today this sense of
meaninglessness has reached a truly global scale. The culture of narcissism,
which exalts the reckless quest for self-aggrandizement, has spread its tentacles
everywhere, leaving behind the same debris: agitated minds and hollow lives.
Bent on quick and easy gratification, we pass our lives perpetually shadowed by a
fear that all our achievements are worthless, unable to deliver any deep and stable
satisfaction. And when this fear reveals itself, the abyss opens up, the realization
that we have wasted our lives in the pursuit of empty dreams. Thus the high
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incidence of mental illness, drug dependence, alcoholism, and suicide,
particularly in the more affluent parts of the world.

It is a telling sign that despite the impressive achievements of science and
technology, a culture built on mere mastery over external nature is far from
successful in meeting the deep demands of the human spirit. For those adrift in
the sea of meaninglessness, the Buddha’s teaching offers a sense of meaning
stemming from a profound spiritual tradition that combines metaphysical depth
with psychological astuteness and the highest ethical standards. Without calling
for blind faith in dogmatic creeds or speculative postulates, the Buddha points
directly to the invariable universal laws that underlie happiness and suffering. He
insists that we can discover these laws for ourselves, simply by clear reflection on
our own immediate experience, and he offers us methods of practice by which we
can gradually dig up the buried roots of suffering and cultivate the causes
culminating in the highest happiness.

His appeal is to immediate experience. We can see for ourselves that suffering
prevails in a mind driven by greed, hatred, and delusion, and that happiness grows
when the mind is suffused by the virtues of generosity, kindness, and
understanding. On the basis of this experimental test, which lies within the scope
of any thinking person, we can extrapolate and see that for a mind fully liberated
from all self-centered defilements and adorned with perfect detachment, love, and
wisdom, happiness and peace will become boundless and irreversible. Thus by
showing us the way to inner peace and happiness, the Dhamma offers us an outlet
from the abyss of meaninglessness, a way to confer on our lives an exalted
meaning and purpose.

The second type of suffering that has become so pervasive in our time is
social violence, which still wreaks so much misery across the globe. To be sure,
communal violence is by no means peculiar to our era nor a product of modern
civilization, but has infected human relations from time immemorial. But what
has become so disturbing in the present-day world is the eruption of violence
between different ethnic communities that in the past had managed to coexist in a
relatively stable degree of mutual acceptance. We have witnessed these outbreaks
of enmity recently in the Balkans, Russia, Indonesia, Central Africa, northern
India, and sadly in our own Sri Lanka. Violence manifests itself, moreover, not
only in the conflicts that rage between groups of different ethnic stocks and
communal loyalties, but also in economic oppression, in the widening gap
between rich and the poor, in the gargantuan arms industries that thrive on violent
conflict, in the sexual exploitation of women and children, in the drug trade, and
also in the reckless devastation of the environment, by which we risk ripping
away the life support systems that sustain our life on earth.

While Buddhism cannot pretend to offer a detailed solution to all the countless
forms that violence takes in the present-day world, the values emphasized by the
Dhamma show what is required to arrive at any lasting solution. What is
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necessary for true peace and harmony to prevail among human beings is not the
hammering out of a comprehensive treaty by which the various parties to a
conflict compromise their hard and volatile demands. What is truly required is a
new mode of perception, the ascent to a universal consciousness that transcends
the narrow standpoint of egocentric or ethnocentric self-interest. This is a
consciousness that regards others as not essentially different from oneself, which
detaches itself from the insistent voice of self-interest and rises up to a universal
perspective from which the welfare of all appears as important as one’s own good.

We can see the germ of this universal perspective in a principle that stands at
the base of Buddhist ethics, even more fundamental to its ethical ideals than the
Five Precepts or any other formal code of conduct. This is the principle of taking
oneself as the criterion for determining how to treat others. When we apply this
principle we can understand that just as we each wish to live happily and to be
free from suffering, so all other beings wish to live happily and to be free from
suffering; just as we are each averse to pain and hardship and want to live in
peace, so all others are averse to pain and hardship and want to live in peace.
When we have understood this common core of feeling that we share with all
other beings, not as a mere idea but as a visceral experience born of deep
reflection, we will treat others with the same kindness and care that we would
wish them to treat us. And this must apply at a communal level just as much as in
our personal relations. We must learn to see other communities as essentially
similar to our own, and entitled to the same benefits as we wish for the group to
which we belong. Even if we cannot reach any expansive feelings of love and
compassion for others, we will at least realize that the moral imperative requires
that we treat them with justice and kindness.

Thus the message of the Dhamma to human beings in the next millennium
might be briefly summed up in these twin gifts. In the personal domain it gives us
a precisely defined path that confers on life a deep sense of purpose, a purpose
grounded in the cosmic order but which can be actualized in one’s own immediate
experience. In the communal dimension of human existence it holds out an ethical
guideline to right action which, if diligently applied, can arouse a conscientious
commitment to a life of nonviolence. Though it is far too much to expect that
these two blessings will become the common heritage of all humanity, we can at
least hope that enough people will accept them to make the twenty-first century a
brighter and happier century than the one we are about to leave behind.
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