The Buddha’s Relationship with Politics, Social Justice
and the Meaning of Freedom
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There are times in life when we are unsure which direction to go. There are times when
it seems there are no precedents in our own lives to clarify a path forward into the
unknown. At times like these we can look for examples and guidance from wise people
in history to help us navigate the present. How did they live their lives when confronted
with serious issues? How might they act in our circumstances? What would the Buddha
do in 2019, in Hong Kong?
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If the Buddha was here in Hong Kong this summer, it is highly unlikely that he would
have worn a black T-shirt, gas mask and helmet.... However, he might have had an
umbrella.
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In the sixth century BC, as far as we know, the Buddha was not directly involved with
political issues, but he was also not completely uninvolved. In many ways the Buddha
was a social revolutionary. He ordained people from all social castes and treated them
equally, undermining an established class system. He ordained women into the
Sangha, a radical and unprecedented move at that time. Although he lived in
monasteries in the forest, he gave much of his time to council Kings, Queens, royalty,
military leaders and wealthy business owners in order to guide them on the path to true
happiness. He knew that if the leaders of a society acted in harmony with the truths of



nature, the Dhamma, then this would benefit all the other living beings, including
animals, of that society.
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The Buddha’s advice for leaders is organized into a list of 10 qualities that would
encourage a government to rule in accordance with the laws of nature, creating
harmony and benefit, an ethical framework for rulers, allowing them to be worthy of
leading others and worthy of the people’s respect, allowing them to lead effectively not
through power of force but through the power of the Dhamma. These standards are
known as the Ten Duties of a Righteous King (dasa-raja-dhamma) or

Ten Guidelines for a Political Leader to Rule in Harmony with the Dhamma
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1. Dana — The leader of a society should generous and involved with charity for the
benefit of the majority of the society. The rulers in the government should not have
undue craving for and attachment to wealth and property, but should give it away for the
welfare of the people.
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2. Sila — to be of good moral character. The leader should not intentionally take the lives
of living beings, cheat, steal or exploit others, not sexually abuse others, not become
intoxicated and especially never lie, being devoted to truth.
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3. Pariccaga -- sacrificing for the good of the people. A good leader must be prepared
to give up personal comfort, pleasure, name and reputation, and even his or her life, if it
is in the best interest of the people
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4. Ajjava -- honesty and integrity. A good leader must be free from prejudice, bias and
favoritism in the discharge of her or his duties, must be sincere in her intentions, and
must not deceive the public.
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5. Maddava -- gentleness. She or he must possess a friendly, kind or pleasant
disposition.
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6. Tapa -- austerity or self-control. A good leader should lead a simple life and not
indulge in a luxurious lifestyle. He or she must have self-control and restraint.
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7. Akkodha — non-anger or kindness. A good leader is free from anger, envy, hatred or
animosity. He or she should be forgiving and bear no grudges.
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8. Avihimsa -- non-violence, meaning not only that she should not harm anybody
personally, but also not encourage or allow others to engage in violence on her behalf.
He or she should try to promote peace by avoiding and preventing war, and discourage
any activity that involves violence or the destruction of life. A good leader looks to
solving problems in a peaceful manner.
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9. Khanti -- patience, endurance and tolerance. He or she must be able to bear
hardships, difficulties and insults without losing his or her temper.
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10. Avirodha or Avirodhana -- non-opposition, non-obstruction, that is to say, a good
leader should not oppose the will of the people, should not obstruct any measures that
are conducive to the welfare of the people. He or she should rule in harmony with the
people.
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So much trouble comes about when leaders or governments are thin-skinned and
hyper- sensitive. If they are simply able to patiently listen to criticism without over-
reacting, then so much fighting in the world can be avoided. When the leader of a
society is wise, suffering decreases, so teaching equanimity, acceptance and
understanding to people in power is important. As we know, bamboo is strong but
flexible. When a typhoon comes, a brick wall may be blown over, but the bamboo
survives.
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Buddhism is not a Passive Teaching

Sometimes Buddhism is portrayed as a passive teaching that only encourages people
to accept whatever happens to them and be content with that. This is inaccurate. The
Buddha’s teaching is a path of awareness, action and change.
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The Buddha had higher standards than simply accepting the status quo or being OK

with whatever happens to you. Yes, accepting the reality of the present is a necessary
first step, but the Buddha didn’t stop there. He was the champion of right effort. His



teaching was referred to as ‘viriyavada’ or the path of energy and effort. Every factor of
the Noble Eight-fold Path must be accompanied by both mindful-awareness, sati, and
right effort. The Buddha strongly encouraged people to relentlessly improve both their
external behavior and their inner wisdom.
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Certainly it is true that we cannot change the past. You have to give up all hope of
having a better past. We can either accept the past with peace of mind, or else we
suffer unnecessarily--and to cause ourselves unnecessary mental suffering is simply not
smart.
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We also cannot change the present. From the beginning of time, all the causes and
conditions and decisions and actions that have taken place have led us to this precise
moment, right here and right now. We can’t change that. But how we respond to this
present moment will create our future.

HAVIRARELCEIE © HRIA LI - FTA ARG IR SAEREAY R E R TE) - R
PP ] T EERZ] - SER Y - FRPIEARANEE - B2 > HfImE
AIRFZIVE AV ST - AlRFRIAS P MR -

So we can hate the current situation if we choose. Anger and hatred give us energy and
motivation, but they also make it impossible to see things clearly. These emotions
create suffering for ourselves right now, first and foremost, and then can easily lead to
causing suffering for others. When we throw dog poo at another person, our own hand
is the first thing that becomes dirty and smelly. However, if we can accept the current
state of the present with a calm and clear awareness, then we are ready to act
mindfully.
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Right mindfulness is one aspect of the Noble Eightfold Path, however the Buddha did
not teach us only to be mindful. He taught first there must be mindfulness, then effort.
First you have to understand the current situation, both outside and inside, as clearly as
possible, with whatever wisdom you have. But don’t stop there. Then you have to make
right effort. Then you have to choose what to do and say, what decisions to make, and
try to choose the wisest path forward. In short, the Buddha teaches us to take action,
but to act wisely.
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How do you know if you are acting wisely? When is it best to move forward and when to
sit still? When is it best to speak and when to remain silent? The first step is to be
clearly aware of our current thoughts, moods and emotions. Pay attention to your
environment and use your intelligence and clarity of mind to understand it. Then it
becomes more clear what’s best to do, what to say and how to solve problems. Breathe.
Allow your mind to be calm, and the answers begin to arise by themselves. Once we
have clarity of intention that is in line with the Dhamma, then take action and make effort
as if your life depended upon it.
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Right effort can take many forms. Helping others is right effort. Sitting still and
developing loving-kindness is right effort. Abandoning mental defilements is right effort.
Look at your intention and the result to determine if it is wise or not. If our actions are
leading to a decrease of greed, anger, selfishness and suffering, then we can be
confident we are acting wisely.
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Shade of a Leafless Tree

There is certainly one time we know of when the Buddha protested. On one occasion, a
young, hot-headed king from one of the most powerful kingdoms of that time, was angry
and offended by comments made about him by the people of the Sakyan State, the

birthplace of the Buddha. Once that prince became king, he gathered his army and

marched to destroy the Sakyans in revenge. The Buddha heard about this and went
alone to do what he could.
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As the king was leading his army towards Kapilavattu, it was a hot day, and the king
came upon the Buddha meditating under a dead leafless tree next to the road. In those
days, the Buddha was a spiritual rock star, so the king stopped his caravan, got down
out of his chariot and paid respect. He asked, “Blessed one, why are you meditating in
the heat of the midday sun, sitting under a tree that gives no shade?”
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The Buddha responded, “Simply being near my home country makes me feel cool and

refreshed.” Oh snap. The king got the message, reconsidered, and out of respect turned
his army around and abandoned his invasion.
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This type of silent, non-violent protest, without even directly mentioning the purpose of
stopping an attack and preventing violence, was successful because of the Buddha'’s
powerful presence and because he was famous and well-respected. However, even
with the Buddha, this protest only worked once. At a later time, the same king again
marched to destroy the Sakyans, and this time there was nothing the Buddha could do
to stop the destruction of his homeland and the killing of his people. The Buddha did
what he could, but once that failed, then he accepted the result with peaceful
equanimity.
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Compassion

The Buddha often said that the work he was doing to establish the Dhamma, was not
merely to help people at that time, but out of compassion for future generations. So
when we make decisions on whether to act or not, we should take into account what is

best for our children, our grandchildren and onwards into the future. It is not merely
about doing what is easiest for us at this time.
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We may not often think about the sacrifices people in the past have made that allow us
the freedoms we take for granted, the educational opportunities, the great range of
options and opportunities that economic freedom allows us. We may not fully appreciate
how hard the Buddha and his disciples have worked for 2,600 years to make sure the
Dhamma is available for us today. But if we too have compassion for future generations,
then we have a responsibility to make sure these things of value do not disappear.
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Compassion is the wholesome emotion of empathy that arises from understanding
another person’s suffering, or even our own suffering. When people in society have
compassion for each other, then no one wants to harm another, because it would be
like harming ourselves. No one would want to oppress or take advantage of others,
because that only creates more suffering for everyone. And remember, forgiveness is a
sign of strength not weakness.
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Spiritual Crisis Caused by Politics

When politics makes us feel frustrated, powerless, hopeless and depressed; when we
feel angry seeing progress already made in important areas being reversed; it can be
like we are having a spiritual crisis. To be honest, when we live in times of prosperity
and peace, people tend to get lazy and complacent. They most often spend their time
on social media, entertainment or shopping, rather than on a path to develop wisdom.
But when a crisis hits, and our lives and security and meaning are thrown into question,
then we actually have a better chance to make true progress.
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At times like these it is crucial not to get lost in depression. At times like these, it can be
helpful to take some action that feels like a positive step, no matter how small. It may be
important to get involved for one’s own sake as much as for the sake of social benefit.
To take some positive action is a way to overcome depression and anxiety, a way to
feel self-respect and not feel powerless, a way to heal. Everything we do, say and think
has an effect on our society. In this way, our Dhamma practice and our politics begin to
become one, not separate.
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When we are in danger of losing those things that make us feel secure, then we must
take an honest look at the big picture, contemplating the essential truths of life and what
gives our lives meaning.
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Seeing the future as uncertain is unsettling. The truth is, the future is always unknown
and uncertain, but we cover up that truth with the delusion of plans that make us think
we know what will happen in the future. If we have plans, we feel more secure. And no
one wants to feel insecure. However, occasionally something happens in our life that
tears away the fagade of our well-managed and well-thought out plans. Sometimes it'’s a
death. Sometimes it’s a cancer diagnosis or the loss of a job. In rare circumstances, an
entire society is forced to confront the insecurity of an unknown future. This can be
extremely stressful, but it is realistic. It is also an opportunity to grow beyond our normal
limits and constraints. Predictable patterns of a predictable schedule, predictable
careers and a predictable family life, help people feel secure, but they also limit how
much we can grow. When human beings are challenged, when we are forced to go
beyond what feels safe, that is often when we discover what we are truly capable of. We
all have untapped potentials of creativity, social leadership and wisdom. Sometimes it is
only adversity and difficulty that force us out of our safe zones and allow us to realize
our potential. Yes, fear is natural when confronted with the unknown, but overcoming
fear is a great source of joy and freedom.
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So find your purpose with courage—not the courage of macho aggression but the
courage of not being controlled by fear, not being a slave to fear. With this courage, our

hearts become peaceful in the midst of chaos and the path forward becomes clear.
| offer this for your reflection.
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