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Th * _description of a subtly interconnected
ISuniverse leads me to a second point about
the modern world: its orientation is almost exclusively
scientific. Science is grounded in the notion that a rigorous
study of cause and effect leads us to the truth and frees
us from false and limited ideas. Similarly, Buddhism is
committed to the attainment of truth and to observing
cause and effect—the impartial and universal law of karma.
This is not to say, however, that science and Buddhism
have identical views of cause and effect. From a Buddhist
perspective, science has a very limited and imprecise
understanding of this phenomenon. Whenever science
cannot figure out the relationship of cause and effect in a
given situation, it falls back on the concepts of “chance” or
“randomness” or “probability.”

So, when scientists ask, “Why or how did the Universe
first come into being—what was the initial cause?” their
answer is invariably, “Chance, the Big Bang, an anomaly
of energy somewhere.” “Why was I in a car accident this
afternoon? Well, it was just chance, bad luck.” It would
seem then, that the entire foundation of science is saved
by the concept of chance. In this regard, Buddhism would
appear much more modern than science. Buddhism, in
fact, would find science somewhat superstitious. As science
makes rather insistent claims to the universal validity of its
findings, one might say even dogmatic claims, how can it
accept such a large element of chance? A Buddhist might
suspect that the reason science resorts to such a vague
explanation based on the concept of chance is because it
has not, or cannot, rigorously investigate the true cause
and effect.

The workings of cause and effect as understood in
Buddhism occur simultaneously on a multitude of levels—
one could probably say there are thousands of different
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levels of cause and effect. When we cannot understand why
something is happening in our life, it is simply because we
lack the wisdom to see into that level of cause and effect,
not because any event or condition derives from chance
or randomness. So science, though useful and to some
extent accurate, offers a limited tool of understanding
when addressing the most subtle and significant aspects
of phenomena. Yet science holds sway over our modern
world.

So does freedom, the third modern concept I wish to
address. People place great value on being free and are
even willing to die for it. The contemporary notion of
freedom traces its roots back to some key intellectuals in
the European traditions, most notably Plato, Nietzsche,
Locke, Mill and Freud. Western psychology—Freud in
particular—developed the concept that freedom means
acting on one’s desires. In other words, every action
allowing for uninhibited expression of desires represents
freedom. Thus, many modern people, either consciously
or unconsciously, adhere to the belief that acting on
their impulses, emotions and desires constitutes an act of
freedom or an avenue to freedom.

From a Buddhist standpoint, this notion is totally
twisted around. One of the Buddhas first and most
fundamental awakenings centered on the insight that
to act on desire—on impulse, on instinct—is actually a
form of bondage. Desire, rather than expressing our more
refined sensibilities, is instinctual or karmic in nature. It’s a
pattern, an almost involuntary reflex that actually holds us
in bondage to a previous habit pattern. Every time we yield
to and act on a habitual desire, it becomes more ingrained
and consequently harder to break free of. If, for example, I
take a drink of alcohol, the first act of drinking the alcohol
might seem liberating. But with the first drink, I've set in
motion a process of enslavement whereby each subsequent
drink renders me less and less free. With each drink I
become less capable of sound judgment and self-control.
But more importantly, the illusory feeling of freedom the
drink provides is located outside my own mind and power,
and therefore ironically increases my dependence.

Buddhism has a very important principle to offer to the
modern world: the concept of true freedom. True freedom
paradoxically comes from not grasping. It exists already
within our nature and so is absolute, something we cannot
lose. This distinction between the conventional and the
Buddhist understandings of freedom is a critical concept
and needs to be better understood by everyone. Freedom,
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which the modern world is striving so hard to attain, is within the
grasp of any person. But the only way to attain this kind of freedom
is to overcome our habits and our desires, to get past them and reach
a clear, more peaceful place.

Morality is the basis by which we interact with each other in a
meaningful way. Without it, we can't trust each other. For instance, if
a person tells a lie, that person’s trustworthiness is compromised, the
character of that person diminished, and the basic foundation of a
relationship built on honesty has been damaged. The entire globalized
world is becoming increasingly spiritually bankrupt, no longer able
to derive meaning from God, traditional religion, or even an ethical
identity rooted in family or nation. It is in great need of some sort of
morality. There are close to six billion people in the world now, so the
situation is critical. What are the shared ground rules for relating with
one another? Without a set of principles to engage in moral discourse,
we will ineluctably slide into an anarchy not unlike that described by
the poet Yeats in “The Second Coming”:

Turning and turning in the widening gyre

The falcon cannot hear the falconer;

Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world,

The blood-dimmed tide is loosed, and everywhere
The ceremony of innocence is drowned;

The best lack all conviction, while the worst

Are full of passionate intensity. . . .

And itis here that Buddhism potentially has the greatest contribution
to make to modernity. With every additional human being, the need
for morality increases, if only for the obvious reason that such close
proximity and growing interconnectedness requires rules by which we
can interrelate with each other in a peaceful way. Buddhism puts forth
a concept of morality and virtue that is not based on dogma nor upon
a set of rules that comes from outside the realm of human beings.
Buddhist ethics make no claims to divine authority or revelation; they
derive not from a God or anything outside human existence.

$0To be continued
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