
Buddha and Dr Martin Luther King, Jr: 
Compassionate Social Justice Activists

When I think about embodying activism with fierce compassion, I think of 
the Buddha and I think of Martin Luther King, Jr. There is a lot to com-
pare in their teachings and approach to transforming society. Many African 
Americans of my generation who later inclined toward Buddhism had already 
heard similar teachings in the words of Martin Luther King, Jr. Striving to 
move the United States closer to being a more just society, King and others 
had built the nonviolent civil rights movement around the principles of love, 
forgiveness, and interdependence. Hearing these same principles and prac-
tices extolled in Buddhist teachings was like coming home.

In the Dhammapada, an anthology of basic Buddhist teachings, there is a 
number of teachings that are echoed in the speeches of Dr King. For exam-
ple, Dhammapada 5 says, “Hatred is never appeased by hatred. Hatred is only 
appeased by love. This is an eternal law, this is Dhamma.” Dr King said it this 
way, "Darkness cannot drive out darkness, only light can do that. Hate cannot 
drive out hate, only love can do that.”1 Dhammapada 183 simply says, “Do no 
harm, practice virtue, discipline the mind. This is the teaching of the Buddhas.” 
And from a Buddhist point of view the Buddha’s teachings are meant for the 
welfare and benefit of all beings. Martin Luther King, Jr said it this way, “Life’s 
most persistent and urgent question is, what are you doing for others?”2

The Buddha’s Revolutionary Activism

People say Buddhism and activism can’t come together. What? Then you 
don’t know what the Buddha taught, and you certainly don’t know what the 
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The Buddha, MLK, and Ethics

Buddha did. In the sixth century BC during the time of Aryan civilization 
in India, the Buddha allowed for his followers to come from all the four main 
castes. And that was a big no-no. At that time, in India, you didn’t mix castes, 
you didn’t share the same food. But if you wanted to be part of the Buddha’s 
sangha, and if you had good reasons to meditate with him in the forest to 
become a vanaprastha (a forest dwelling hermit), then everyone was together.

Not only did the Buddha’s sangha mix people from different castes, but he also 
allowed women to come into the sangha. Now that was really not accepted. 
Women in a place with men? That just can’t happen in Aryan society. The 
Buddha was royal, and thought to be from the Kshatriya caste, so he was 
getting advice from everybody about how terrible his decisions were. “How 
are you going to teach those people together and how are you going to teach 
men and women together?” But the Buddha never seemed to have a problem 
with it.

In doing that, the Buddha showed a transformative vision of society. That 
was real activism for the benefit and the welfare of all beings. The Buddha 
did this revolutionary thing that was transformative for society. After the 
Buddha’s life, one of the largest societal impacts was that people stopped 
killing animals and started making clay figurines to offer as sacrifices. The 
Buddha and Mahavira, his Jain contemporary, were both against killing, and 
it changed society. Because of the Buddha’s teachings, and because of his own 
life example, many African American children of the civil rights movement 
have been finding their way to Buddhism. When we learned the details of 
the Buddha’s life, he became even more of an inspiration. Here was a man 
who, actually, in practice, rejected the systemic oppression of his country’s 
people by denouncing the caste, or varna, system of the Aryans (originally 
founded on color discrimination) and allowed all castes and women to enter 
his community of practitioners. Both actions were extremely radical—even 
revolutionary—for his time.

Martin Luther King, Jr’s Transformative 
Vision of a Beloved Community

Martin Luther King, Jr also had a transformative vision of society. He believed 
the United States could become a Beloved Community. He was not the first 
one to use the idea of a Beloved Community, but his vision included abo-
litionism and intersectionality where beings were recognized as beings and 
were valued. On The King Center website it says,
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The Beloved Community was not a lofty utopian goal to be confused with the 
rapturous image of the Peaceable Kingdom, in which lions and lambs co-exist 
in idyllic harmony. Rather, the Beloved Community was for him [Dr. King] 
a realistic, achievable goal that could be attained by a critical mass of people 
committed to and trained in the philosophy and methods of nonviolence.

(The King Center, n.d.)

Dr King often said nonviolence can’t just be a habit that you have on certain 
occasions or a kneejerk reaction. Nonviolence must become an attitude. It 
takes discipline. It takes real training, which echoes Dhammapada 183, “Do 
no harm, practice virtue, discipline the mind.”

The King Center further describes the Beloved Community as,

a global vision in which all people can share in the wealth of the earth. In the 
Beloved Community, poverty, hunger, and homelessness will not be tolerated 
because international standards of human decency will not allow it. Racism 
and all forms of discrimination, bigotry and prejudice will be replaced by an 
all-inclusive spirit of sisterhood and brotherhood. In the Beloved Community, 
international disputes will be resolved by peaceful conflict-resolution and rec-
onciliation of adversaries, instead of military power. Love and trust will tri-
umph over fear and hatred. Peace and justice will prevail over war and military 
conflict.

(The King Center, n.d.)

King had a vision of the Beloved Community, where there would be justice. 
Where there would be no prisons. Where people would be protected. Where 
people would be unafraid. Where people would be free to bring whatever 
talents they had. It’s like Dharma rain, or Dharma cloud, in Buddhism. The 
rain falls on everybody equally, so does talent, but not opportunity. When I 
see young Black kids, talented kids who have a spark, I so want them to be 
able to get the opportunities to have those talents develop. In the Beloved 
Community, people would bring their talents, and their talents would be use-
ful to the rest of the community, and they would be valued.

Interdependence and the Inescapable Network of Mutuality

The vision of the Beloved Community calls for fierce compassion and revo-
lutionary transformation. It calls for us to join together in a society wherein, 
recognizing our interdependence, we belong and share compassionately with 
one another. Recognizing that “God is Love” (a New Testament Christian 
notion), that “we exist in dependence on one another” (a Buddhist notion), 
and that nonviolence and nonharm (ahimsa) and love (agape) must be our 
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sole methods of dealing with one another. King envisioned a society in which 
we could be our best selves by seeking the benefit of others, knowing that 
when we seek to lift others up, we ourselves are raised up.

Dr King often spoke about interconnectedness, and often tied it into social 
justice issues. For example, he wrote,

In a real sense, all life is interrelated. All men are caught in an inescapable 
network of mutuality, tied in a single garment of destiny. Whatever affects one 
directly affects all indirectly. I can never be what I ought to be until you are 
what you ought to be, and you can never be what you ought to be until I am 
what I ought to be. This is the interrelated structure of reality.3

In King’s sermon “On Being a Good Neighbor” he notes that,

the ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort 
and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy. 
The true neighbor will risk his position, his prestige, and even his life for the 
welfare of others.

Compare this to what the great Buddhist poet Shantideva (2006) wrote, “All 
the joy the world contains has come from wishing happiness for others, while 
all the misery the world contains has come from wishing happiness for oneself 
alone.”

We do not exist independently. We need only breathe to know this. This is 
the real—not virtual—internet. We are inextricably bound together. And 
therefore, unless we find a way to live together, we shall—all of us—perish 
together. And since this is the case, since this is our reality, we must have 
compassion for one another. Another way of saying this is, “If you suffer, I 
suffer, and if you are happy, I am happy.” And this is just exactly what the 
Buddhist Bodhisattva—and the true Christian—knows and feels. Though it 
is not an easy practice, this practice of love, it is the practice that gives our 
lives true meaning. In this interconnected world, there is no one who is not, 
and no thing that is not, our neighbor. With this deep recognition of our very 
being, we need to go forth and act in the world.

The Three Evils of Society and the Three 
Root Poisons of Samsara

Dr King named three evils of society: racism, poverty, and militarism. 
These echo the three so-called enemies at the hub of the wheel of Samsara: 
ignorance, greed, and hatred. Why do you suppose racism is in line with 



38 Jan Wi l l i s﻿﻿

ignorance? What is the root of ignorance that keeps us in Samsara? It is the 
over-exaggerated investment we each make in our respective “I”s. The con-
ceit of “I” prevents us from seeing others—any others!—as equal to us. So, 
some human beings actually harbor the thought that some lives matter less 
than others. And so, we witness again—almost unimaginably in this 21st-
century so-called “post-racial” society—the placards that must state the obvi-
ous: “Black Lives Matter.” I am reminded that 50 years ago the placards read 
poignantly, “I am somebody.” Why is this so hard for us to see and accept, and 
even cherish?

It seems to me that only if we harbor the deep-seated, erroneous conceit that 
“I am better than others” can we harbor the view that black lives—or any 
lives—don’t matter. This conceit is our downfall. It makes us undervalue a 
person who is right in front of us. We think less of them. Ignorance makes 
a split between people. It makes a division between people. The conceit of 
“I” over-exaggerates the goodness of a friend, categorizes someone as a stran-
ger because they never did anything to build our ego, and generates hatred 
toward perceived enemies. To use Dr King’s terms, ignorance generates our 
militarism and poverty, a poverty that comes from greed and consumerism. 
Simply put, this conceit makes us view things and people as being separate 
from us instead of recognizing our absolute interdependence.

An Artist’s Vision of Beloved Community

The artist, Natasha Marin, created a show using only sound. She banded 
together with a group of her friends, and they collected sound from Black 
people all over the United States. She describes this undertaking in the intro-
duction to the anthology she curated, Black Imagination: Black Voices on Black 
Futures.

We planned an exhibition that would de-center whiteness and provide space 
for healing and validation. We agreed to collect sound from Black folks of all 
kinds and craving nuance over stereotype, we sought out Black children, Black 
youth, LGBTQ+ Black folks, unsheltered Black folks, incarcerated Black folks, 
neuro-divergent Black folks, as well as differently-abled Black folks. Using field 
recorders, we spent months collecting responses to three prompts: What is 
your origin story; how do you heal yourself; and imagine and then describe a 
world where you are loved, safe, and valued?

(Marin, 2020, p. 11)

To imagine such a space, you would be imagining something like the Beloved 
Community.
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Here’s just one response in the book from a woman in Seattle. She says,

When I wake up, there is someone there who loves me. When I leave my home, 
the people living on my street, know my name, know my parents’ names, and 
claim me as their own, drop by with soup when I’m sick, and small gifts dur-
ing holidays, and I do the same for them. We break bread together. We laugh 
and dance and work and build together. Wherever I go, I’m known, and I 
know others. We greet each other with smiles and hugs. Our expressions are 
always genuine. We don’t hide resentments between clenched teeth or anger 
in clenched fists. We say the words that need saying. We speak and listen and 
forgive and understand. We are peaceful in our hearts and our actions, and 
our peace is never built on the sacrifice of another’s peace. We live in balance, 
never taking more than we need, never needing so much we can’t sustain our-
selves. Each of us is honored and valued and respected as equal members of a 
collective, irrespective of age, ability, ethnicity, gender, or any other political 
descriptor. We bring all of who we are.

(p. 31–32)

Wouldn’t that be great? A people-loving community.

Justice is Indivisible in the Beginning, 
in the Middle, and in the End

The concept of “The Beloved Community” may seem to us today to be too 
grandiose, too idealistic and, in the end, impossible. I disagree. It is certainly 
not a new proposition. If we look at the grand sweep of history, we see that no 
nation or people seem to have yet actually achieved it. Why? Because, where 
there are wars with “winners” and “losers,” bitterness lingers. As King said 
over and over, hatred only gives rise to more hatred, and therefore only love 
can bring an end to hate. Only reconciliation, rather than selfish one-sided 
victory, can bring lasting peace and justice. Again, the King Center records,

In his 1963 sermon, Loving Your Enemies, published in his book, Strength to 
Love, Dr. King addressed the role of unconditional love in struggling for the 
Beloved Community. “With every ounce of our energy we must continue to 
rid this nation of the incubus of segregation. But we shall not in the process 
relinquish our privilege and our obligation to love. While abhorring segrega-
tion, we shall love the segregationist. This is the only way to create the beloved 
community.”

(The King Center, n.d.)

One expression of agape love in King’s Beloved Community is justice, not for 
any one oppressed group, but for all people. As Dr King said in 1963 in his Letter 
from Birmingham Jail, “Injustice anywhere is a threat to justice everywhere.”4 
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He felt that justice could not be parceled out to individuals or groups but 
was the birthright of every human being in the Beloved Community. “I have 
fought too long and hard against segregated public accommodations to end 
up segregating my moral concerns,” he said. “Justice is indivisible.”5 In the 
Mahavagga, the Buddha exhorted his first 60 ordained sangha members—
while they were still practicing their own meditations—saying,

Go forth, O Bhikkhus, for the welfare of the many, for the happiness of the 
many, for the good, well-being, and happiness of gods and men. Preach the sub-
lime Dhamma, excellent in the beginning, excellent in the middle, excellent 
in the end. Proclaim the Holy Life, altogether perfect and pure.

One of the reasons King was killed was because of the anti-Vietnam War 
speech he delivered on April 4, 1967, at the Riverside Church. This got King 
into so much trouble with our national government. It might have been dan-
gerous when you were shaking hands with Malcolm X. It might have been 
dangerous that so many people followed King, but when he said we should 
not be going overseas to kill people, his allies said, “Martin, you’ve really gone 
too far. Now, you are diluting the movement.” King said, “If you don’t know 
why I care about the people in Vietnam like I care about the people in this 
country, then you’ve misunderstood what it is I’m about.” I love that. “You 
misunderstood what I’m about.” We are interrelated.

Fierce Compassion and the Civil Rights Campaign: 
A Personal Account of Nonviolent Resistance

Birmingham used to be known as the Pittsburgh of the South because there 
was so much iron ore and coal there. One of these mining camps for coal, 
Docena, had closed when I was born. But my father, his father, and my uncle 
had jobs at the steel plant some miles away. We lived in that closed mining 
camp, where the White and Black families were separated by a single street. 
My folks, the Willises, kept their jobs. My father and grandfather were big 
civic-minded folk. They got the roads put in. There used to be only dirt roads. 
Until I later took a bus to Cornell University, that took a day and a night, I 
lived in this mining camp with my parents, grandparents, and my uncle. We 
children were very loved by all of them. My uncle had nine kids, so there were 
always people to play with.

Later when I got scholarships to college, the Klan came and set up a cross at 
the edge of the alleyway in front of our house and lit it afire. The Klan area 
chief lived in Docena. The Klan came to our house because there was a story 
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in the Black newspaper, four pages folded over, that said, “Jan, the daughter of 
Mr Oram and Dorothy Willis, has won scholarships to Northern schools.” In 
a couple of days, the Klan came out in 10 or 12 cars. This was part of our life. 
We knew that when you heard honking going through the camp, that the 
Klan was targeting somebody. It was a no-no for a Black kid to be celebrated, 
and it was a no-no to be so smart. It was never good to be conspicuous.

The Klan and their families came and set up a cross in front of our house in 
the alleyway. My mother had a .22 pistol in her hand. She told my sister and 
I to try to get under the bed. My father was working the graveyard shift at 
the steel plant, so he wasn’t there. We were scared to death, and against my 
mother’s will, I kept looking out the window. What I saw were these families, 
robed Klan people, and I was struck by the fact that their robes were colored: 
red robes and purple robes, not white. I was terrified, and yet I saw that their 
children were with them. I had this incredible urge to run out to them and 
say, “Wait, you’re making a mistake. In this house, we’re a family too. You’re a 
family and we are a family too. There must be some mistake here.” But there 
was no mistake.

The civil rights campaign came to Birmingham when I was 15. It was a year 
and a half before I went off to college. Part of King’s strategy was to put the 
children in the front of the line for the last five days of the marches. That’s 
why it was called the Children’s March. King brought the civil rights cam-
paign to Birmingham because he and his allies called it “the most segregated 
city in the South.” We had a police commissioner in Birmingham named Bull 
Connor. It’s said that Bull Connor lost one of his eyes in a fight he had with 
a Black man. This Black man had put his eye out. That was the story. Bull 
Connor hated Black people viscerally. So, King came with his retinue, and 
he was arrested on the second day. And we children were told to march. The 
marches went on for about five weeks, in April and May of 1963.

We children got downtown to the marches on school buses. The school buses 
would come by right after school had started. The doors would open, and 
the bus driver would say, “Going downtown,” and we would all pile in from 
high school. When those buses took us to downtown Birmingham, they all 
stopped in front of the 16th Street Baptist Church, and we filed into the 
church. We took a nonviolent pledge every day and we signed it with our 
parents’ names on it. The pledge had six pledges and then was expanded to 
ten over the weeks. The pledges included: “We hereby pledge to walk and 
talk in the manner of love, for God is love;” “Pray daily to be used by God in 
order that all men might be free;” and “Observe with both friend and foe the 
ordinary rules of courtesy. Seek to perform regular service for others and for 
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the world. Refrain from the violence of fist, tongue or heart. Strive to be in 
good spiritual and bodily health. Follow the directions and the movement of 
all the captains about the demonstration.”

And we would sign our name, sign our parents’ names, and give our address. 
All those young people who practiced sitting-in at the counters, who prac-
ticed having ketchup poured over their heads, who practiced having taunts 
shouted loud in their ears, that was all nonviolence training.

My folks didn’t know how often I went, but I went every day I could. Sometimes 
we marched with our parents. Most of the week, when my mother was home 
and my father was at work, we got rides with the school bus drivers, and we went 
downtown, and we marched. Bull Connor or the Birmingham Fire Department 
were there to hose us or order the police department to set dogs on us.

The last five days marked the specific Children’s March. An ally of King’s 
said, “Martin, you’re going too far here. Put children in the front, that’s 
going to be bad.” Martin Luther King, Jr said, “We must arouse the con-
science of the country.” King knew what would happen. He knew the chil-
dren would be attacked but it was strategy. Not enough people knew that 
children throughout the South were under attack. This was true. Brown 
v. Board of Education happened in 1954. The famous case of Emmett Till 
in 1955, and then, case after case, after case, after case of children being 
attacked and nobody doing anything. I used to wonder, “Don’t they have 
parents? Can’t somebody help?” This was the world I grew up in. Children 
were under attack.

We would dress in our Sunday best and my mother would have us keep the 
windows rolled up in daddy’s old car. I said, “Mama how come we have to 
always have these windows up? We are dying in here! It’s too hot.” She would 
say, “Stop squirming.” Then she would say, “Because mean White men want 
to harm you.” This is a typical thing we heard all the time. If you were in a 
car, and you’re Black, and a group of Whites pull up next to you at the stop 
sign, if those windows were rolled down, people threw things. They threw hot 
lye, or they threw acid. There was an all-out assault against children. During 
slavery, what was the worst thing you could do? Teach a Black person to read 
and write. There was an all-out assault on children, in particular in the South.

Now, we all knew this, and we were exhilarated to be able to do something 
about it. It was like, why didn’t the rest of the country know this? This was 
King’s way of getting the rest of the country to know about the assault on chil-
dren. And it worked. The Children’s March was in the beginning of May 1963. 
On August 28, 1963, there was the March on Washington. Then 12 days later, 
those White segregationists, racists—who had been seething since the May 
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12th declaration by the city council of Birmingham that some of the restric-
tions against Black people would be lifted—bombed the 16th Street Baptist 
Church because it had been the staging ground for sending marchers and kids 
every day. It was intentional that they bombed the 16th Street Baptist Church 
while there was Sunday school, while there were children in the building.

You Do Not Have to Like Them, But You Have to Love Them

My training with Dr King taught me about nonviolent resistance. He showed 
that being peaceful does not mean being a doormat. It means you do not want 
to kill somebody; you want them to live. You take a vow to love and liberate 
all beings. You can’t say, except this one and this one and this one. That is 
what King meant when he said, “You don’t have to like them, but you have 
to love them because we are all children of God.” In 1970, I was talking with 
His Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama about college protest and fighting police-
men—we called the police “pigs” then—and he said directly to me,

If you say “pigs” in your mind, then you’ve got to let them get you. Instead, you 
can think, “I have chosen to be with these people who are protesting. Then 
you do what you must to stop the violence, with love.”

And there are many ways to do this: vote, use your voice, be brave, and 
become an activist. Help people. Give rides if people are going to vote in per-
son. If you can write, write about it. It’s that simple. Do what you can. Being 
peaceful and compassionate does not mean being passive.

During the civil rights movement, it was mostly Black people out there march-
ing. I’m proud of the Black Lives Matter movement as I think it is much more 
inclusive. You see mixed groups out there marching now. There are Whites 
and Blacks and Latinx and the LGBTQ+ community and everybody else out 
there. That’s good. That to me is an improvement. All those folk make up a 
beloved community.

Let Love Fuel the Struggle

People often ask me, “How can we use our anger in the fight for social jus-
tice?” Well, I think you can't. You might use it for inspiration, but then if 
you try to use it in the struggle, you’ll burn out. The second or third day, you 
won’t be able to go anymore. Anger just wipes you out. Your energy will run 
out in no time. Have you ever really been angry? It’s miserable. If I stayed in, I 
wanted to go out. If I tried to sleep, I woke up. If I woke up, I wanted to sleep. 
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You’re crazed. You’re physically just shaken. After a while I realized, “Well, 
this is getting me nowhere.” Like King said, “I have decided to stick with love 
because hate is too great a burden to bear.”6

I gave a talk once in Oakland, California, in a warehouse next to a gas sta-
tion. People from the street came in, “What's going on here? Who’s that?” 
I was talking then about nonviolence and love. This young man from the 
back said, “Look, I’m from El Salvador and the soldiers, they killed all of my 
people and they hurt the village. If I couldn’t run on anger, I wouldn't have 
anything to run on.” I thought, “Now, what can I say to this lived experience 
of this person?” Before I could answer, a young Chinese woman stood up. She 
said, “Better to run on love.” I thought, “Whoa! Okay! Yes. What she said.” 
Ultimately, my advice to him was that rather than running on hatred for the 
militia, let your love for your people guide you. Love is a much better fuel than 
hatred because hatred runs out quickly, and it burns you up. Let love fuel the 
struggle. Now I know you have probably heard that, but it is true. Because 
if you go out with anger, your fuel will soon consume you and nothing will 
change. But if you can act out of love—for Breonna Taylor and George Floyd, 
and out of love for people who are suffering—then that will be the fuel for 
your struggle. Then you can get creative.

I learned a lot about dealing with anger from the Tibetan lamas I met when 
I was able to travel to India (on a fully paid scholarship) for my junior year 
of college. I was part of that late 1960s phenomenon of Western students 
traveling to the mysterious East, part of the infamous 60s counterculture. 
The Tibetans took me in instantly, and I saw in them a welcoming family 
of compassionate and skilled people who, as I viewed myself, were refugees. 
I soon learned that the Tibetans possessed the type of knowledge and wis-
dom I longed for—knowledge of methods for dealing with frustrations, disap-
pointments, and anger, and of developing genuine compassion. Indeed, their 
very beings reflected this. They had suffered untold hardships, had even been 
forced to flee their country. We shared, it seemed to me, the experience of a 
profound historical trauma. Yet they coped quite well, seeming to possess a 
sort of spiritual armor that I felt lacking in myself.

Confidence and Buddhist Tantra: Healing 
Personal and Collective Trauma

I was very fortunate to have been a close student of Lama Thubten Yeshe. 
We met in Nepal in the fall of 1969. Lama Yeshe kindly accepted me as his 
student, and I was honored that he chose to call me his “daughter.” When I 
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look back on the 15 years that Lama Yeshe was my teacher, I see confidence as 
his main teaching—not only to me but to countless others who over the years 
came to him for guidance. Once, when Lama Yeshe was visiting California, I 
took him to hear a lecture given by Angela Davis. She spoke one afternoon 
in the quarry on the University of California, Santa Cruz, campus. Lama 
Yeshe was visibly excited to see and to listen to Davis speak. Several times 
during her talk, with clenched fist, he said aloud, “This is how one ought to 
be: strong and confident like this lady!”

Once Lama Yeshe looked at me piercingly and then remarked, “Living with 
pride and humility in equal proportion is very difficult!” In that moment, it 
seemed to me, he had put his finger on one of the deepest issues confronting 
all African Americans: the great difficulty of having gone through the expe-
rience of 250 years of slavery, during which one’s very humanness was chal-
lenged and degraded at every turn, and yet through it all, to have maintained 
a strong sense of humanness and the desire to stand tall, with dignity and love 
of self, to count oneself a human being equal with all others.

It is the trauma of slavery that haunts African Americans in the deepest recesses 
of their souls. This is the chief issue for us. It needs to be dealt with, head-on—
not denied, not forgotten, not suppressed. Indeed, its suppression and denial 
only hurt us more deeply, causing us to accept a limited, disparaging, and even 
repugnant view of ourselves. We cannot move forward until we have grappled 
in a serious way with all the negative effects of this trauma. Tantric Buddhism 
offers us some tools to help accomplish this task, since it shows us both how 
to get at those deep inner wounds and how to heal them. Lama Yeshe (2014) 
explains in his Introduction to Tantra: The Transformation of Desire:

According to Buddhist tantra, we remain trapped within a circle of dissatisfac-
tion because our view of reality is narrow and suffocating. We hold onto a very 
limited and limiting view of who we are and what we can become, with the 
result that our self-image remains oppressively low and negative, and we feel 
quite inadequate and hopeless. As long as our opinion of ourselves is so miser-
able, our life will remain meaningless … One of the essential practices at all 
levels of tantra is to dissolve our ordinary conceptions of ourselves and then, 
from the empty space into which these concepts have disappeared, arise in 
the glorious light body of a deity: a manifestation of the essential clarity of our 
deepest being. The more we train to see ourselves as such a meditational deity, 
the less bound we feel by life’s ordinary disappointments and frustrations. This 
divine self-visualization empowers us to take control of our life and create for 
ourselves a pure environment in which our deepest nature can be expressed … 
It is a simple truth that if we identify ourselves as being fundamentally pure, 
strong, and capable we will actually develop these qualities, but if we continue 
to think of ourselves as dull and foolish, that is what we will become.

(p. 29–30)
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Lama Yeshe continues,

The health of body and mind is primarily a question of our self-image. Those 
people who think badly of themselves, for whatever reasons, become and then 
remain miserable, while those who can recognize and draw on their inner 
resources can overcome even the most difficult situations. Deity-yoga is one of 
the most profound ways of lifting our self-image, and that is why tantra is such 
a quick and powerful method for achieving the fulfillment of our tremendous 
potential.

(p. 34)

Equalizing Self and Others: Liberation 
Through Cultivating Bodhichitta

For many years, as a Buddhist scholar and practitioner, I have been attempting 
to plumb the great depths of one of the most profound and beautiful Buddhist 
texts of all time, the Bodhicharyavatara, sometimes translated as The Way 
of the Bodhisattva. This is the eighth-century Buddhist scholar Shantideva’s 
most sonorous exploration of true compassion, or bodhichitta.

The text offers many exercises to help us to maintain and grow compassion 
once it has—almost miraculously—appeared. Among the many practices sug-
gested by Shantideva, two are foremost. One can be summarized as “exchang-
ing self with others,” the other as “equalizing self and others.”

The first exercise—“exchanging self with others”—has received the most 
attention. It seems so clearly to be a prime catalyst of compassion. If we can 
imagine ourselves as another, if we can put ourselves in their shoes, then we 
can at least develop empathy with another’s plight and in this way develop a 
wish that they do not suffer. But while this may seem to be compassion, it’s 
often more akin to pity, offered from a position of superiority.

I think it is the second exercise—“equalizing self and others”—that is more 
germane to our situation today. Yet it is so very difficult to practice. For this 
second practice calls upon us to try to actualize our equality with others: nei-
ther our superiority nor our inferiority but our equality with them. Only this 
flash of insight is capable of truly liberating us.

This is the liberating view held by Dr King and Gandhi, by the Buddha and 
Nelson Mandela, by Bishop Tutu and His Holiness the Dalai Lama. It is 
the view that we are all, ultimately, exactly the same. Not better, not worse. 
Human beings reckoned as human beings only. What a marvel. If this is right, 
and it is something we can contemplate, then the current “racial tensions” we 
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are experiencing (which are not “tensions” so much as calls for the recogni-
tion of basic equality) can become a signal of hope.

So, how do we demonstrate that we have understood the Buddha’s and Dr 
King’s teachings? By being compassionate, by loving our neighbors, by loving 
our enemies. Indeed, by working “for the weal of humankind, for the welfare 
of the many, for the happiness of the many, for the good, well-being, and hap-
piness of gods and men.” The important thing is our doing. Compassion is our 
wisdom in action. Therefore, with courage, and together, may we begin to act.

Notes

1	 These words were spoken by Dr Martin Luther King, Jr in a sermon called “Loving 
Your Enemies,” delivered at the Dexter Avenue Baptist Church in Montgomery, 
Alabama, December 25, 1957.

2	 Dr Martin Luther King, Jr said this to an audience in Montgomery, Alabama in 
1957.

3	 This quote is from Dr Martin Luther King, Jr’s final Christmas sermon in 1967 to 
his Christian congregation at Ebenezer Baptist Church in Atlanta.

4	 The Letter from Birmingham Jail is an open letter Martin Luther King, Jr penned 
on April 16, 1963.

5	 This quote comes from Dr Martin Luther King, Jr’s speech at Grosse Pointe High 
School, March 14, 1968.

6	 Dr Martin Luther King, Jr delivered this quote during an address at the 1963 Great 
March on Detroit.




