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• One emphasis within Buddhism is on the individual 
testing the teachings and staying true to experience 
because ultimately ‘Atta hi attano natho’ (oneself is 
one’s own refuge).

• The Buddha himself discovered the Middle Way 
through testing the ascetic path and being true to 
his experience by rejecting it; the Kalamas are told 
to judge religious teaching but what they know for 
themselves after testing it.

• In Majjhima Nikaya 56, the conversion of the Jain 
Upali is described: having heard the Buddha, he 
declares that he will become a disciple of the Buddha. 
However the Buddha tells him to act only ‘after careful 
consideration’ and slowly and carefully teaches him 
the dhamma.

• The analogy used by Upali is of clothes which 
withstand being pounded in washing and in being 
pressed: Buddhism can be tested in the same way 
and can withstand being ‘scrutinised and pressed’.

• A key example of upaya (skilful means) in Buddhism is in one of the 
suttas where the Buddha compares people to the wide variety of 
lotuses in a pond, each different and each needing the teaching of the 
dhamma suitable to them in their situation.

• Another way of looking at upaya is in the Alagaddupama Sutta: 
the Buddha compares the dhamma to a raft - once the far shore is 
reached then a person can be free of it since it has accomplished its 
purpose.

• Mahayana Buddhism appears to teach that all Buddhist teaching and 
practice are upaya – they are provisional and are only set up by the 
Buddha to achieve the goal. This is the teaching of the Buddha in the 
Lotus Sutra – that he and all Buddhas have perfect mastery of upaya.

• In the Parable of the Burning House, the father lies to his children to 
save their lives: the Buddha asks Sariputra if the father deceived the 
children and Sariputra replies that they were not deceived but saved 
by upaya. The Buddha replies that it is great mercy and compassion 
which justifies upaya.

• Rock Edict NB 7 and Rock Edict NB 12 of the Emperor Ashoka are used 
to demonstrate the belief of many Buddhists that there is good in all 
religions.

• In the conversion of Upali, the Buddha tells Upali that even though he has 
now become a Buddhist, he should still give alms to the Jain ascetics.

• Some 200 years after the Buddha, the Emperor Ashoka converted 
and became a Buddhist. In various parts of the empire his edicts were 
inscribed on rocks: Rock Edict NB 7 states that ‘all religions should reside 
everywhere’ and Rock Edict NB 12 states that the Emperor honours 
those of all religions and that he values above all things the ‘growth in the 
essentials of all religions’ as this helps to illuminate the dhamma.

• Seeing the good in all religions can also be seen, for example, in how 
Thich Nhat Hanh speaks of Rev. Dr Martin Luther King as being a 
bodhisattva and of how the Tibetan Prime Minister called the Catholic 
Mother Teresa of Calcutta, the incarnation of immeasurable compassion.
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‘Householder, you should act after careful consideration. It is 
good for well-known people such as yourself to act after careful 
consideration.’ (The Buddha)

‘Understanding the Dhamma as taught compared to a raft, you 
should let go even of Dhammas, to say nothing of non-Dhammas.’ 
(The Buddha)

‘A Buddhist who makes progress…comes to recognise this 
provisional quality in the forms of his religion, and through using the 
means provided for him he has to learn not to be wrongly attached to 
them.’ (Michael Pye)

‘At a time when different religions were in competition for converts, 
Ashoka urged mutual respect and tolerance. He saw all religious 
traditions as contributing in some way to spiritual development.’ 
(Harvey)

Key arguments/debates

Some focus on the dhamma being taught by a 
master and received by a disciple.
Others focus on the dhamma being tested before 
being accepted or not.

Key questions
To what extent can personal experience of 
Buddhism be more important than being part of 
a Buddhist community which has an authentic 
lineage?
How useful is the Finger Pointing at Moon analogy 
vital in understanding upaya?
Is Thich Nhat Hanh correct in stating that authentic 
religions – including Buddhism – differ from each 
other ‘only in terms of emphasis’?
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