Buddhism and Self Esteem
L. Low self esteem as a commonly heard problem of people.
a. Talk shows, etc.
II. ~ What does Buddhism say about “self esteem?”
IlIl.  Buddhism first asks the question, “What is the self?”
a. Who am I?
b. Rev. Kodani’s experience in Buddhism class in Japan.
c. Sufferings in life caused by our concept of our “self.”
d. The ego self vs. the true self.
e. Nobuo Haneda article on the “True Self.”
1. “What we think we are” (the ego self).
2. “What we truly are” (the true self).
f. Thich Nhat Hanh’s explanation of “Non-self”
1. The example of cookie dough.
IV.  Conclusion
a. True “self esteem” is to go beyond the self.
b. True “self esteem” is to awaken to the true self.

c. The true self never “lacks” in self esteem.
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The True Self

Nobuo Haneda

Introduction

Buddhism is a teaching of self-examination, and the goal of self-examination is discovery
and realization of the true self. The realization of the true self is the most important thing in
Buddhism. In this essay I want to discuss the following four issues concerning the true self.
First, I will discuss Shakyamuni’s view of the true self. Second, I will explain the meaning of
the true self in Shin Buddhism, in the teaching of Shinran Shonin. Third, I will emphasize the
importance of realizing the true self in our lives. Fourth, I will discuss how the true self can
be realized in our lives.

Shakyamuni’s View of the True Self

If I mention the words “true self,” some people may wonder how I can reconcile it with
“selflessness” (or the absence of a self) that Shakyamuni teaches. The concept of the true self
and that of selflessness seem contradictory. But actually there is no contradiction.

Here it is important to know that Shakyamuni talks about two types of selves: the ego-
self'and the true self. When he teaches selflessness, he is talking about the absence (or non-
reality) of the ego-self. The ego-self refers to the self that we mistakenly consider permanent,
substantial, and autonomous because of our attachment to it, or because of our ignorance of
the Dharma of impermanence (i.e., the truth that all things are constantly moving and
changing). Shakyamuni, however, tells us that the true self—the self that is one with the
Dharma of impermanence (i.€., the self that is constantly moving and changing)—does exist.

When Shakyamuni attained enlightenment, he clearly understood that all things were
impermanent and the self that he thought permanent did not exist. He realized that his true
self was part of the Dharma of impermanence—that it was nothing but a constantly moving
and changing flow of life. Thus, having identified himself with the Dharma, he started to live
his life as a constant seeker and learner. He realized that the dynamically seeking and
learning self was the true self. Without being attached to any fixed values and without being
complacent with whatever he attained, he kept on seeking new meanings in his life. It was
because the people of his time saw a dynamic, powerful, and creative life in him that his
teaching spread throughout India. Thus we can say that Buddhism is a teaching in which we

L_s_ee the non-reality of the ego-self and the reality of the true self.

Many Buddhist teachings refer to the true self. In the Ohana Matsuri (Flower Festival)
Service, which commemorates the birth of Shakyamuni Buddha, we often talk about the
legend that when the baby Buddha was born, he took seven steps and shouted, “Above
heaven, below heaven, I alone am most noble.” Here the “I” that is most noble is the true
self, This statement may sound arrogant. But it isn’t. Here the baby Buddha represents all
humanity and is talking about the dignity of realizing the true self. By declaring, “I alone am
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Shakyamuni’s View of the True Self

If I mention the words “true self,” some people may wonder how I can reconcile it with
“selflessness” (or the absence of a self) that Shakyamuni teaches. The concept of the true self
and that of selflessness seem contradictory. But actually there is no contradiction.

Here it is important to know that Shakyamuni talks about two types of selves: the ego-
self and the true self. When he teaches selflessness, he is talking about the absence (or non-
reality) of the ego-self. The ego-self refers to the self that we mistakenly consider permanent,
substantial, and autonomous because of our attachment to it, or because of our ignorance of
the Dharma of impermanence (i.e., the truth that all things are constantly moving and
changing). Shakyamuni, however, tells us that the true self—the self that is one with the
Dharma of impermanence (i.e., the self that is constantly moving and changing)—does exist.

When Shakyamuni attained enlightenment, he clearly understood that all things were
impermanent and the self that he thought permanent did not exist. He realized that his true
self was part of the Dharma of impermanence—that it was nothing but a constantly moving
and changing flow of life. Thus, having identified himself with the Dharma, he started to live
his life as a constant seeker and learner. He realized that the dynamically seeking and
learning self was the true self. Without being attached to any fixed values and without being
complacent with whatever he attained, he kept on seeking new meanings in his life. It was
_ because the people of his time saw a dynamic, powerful, and creative life in him that his
teaching spread throughout India. Thus we can say that Buddhism is a teaching in which we
see the non-reality of the ego-self and the reality of the true self. :

Many Buddhist teachings refer to the true self. In the Ohana Matsuri (Flower Festival) %
Service, which commemorates the birth of Shakyamuni Buddha, we often talk about the
legend that when the baby Buddha was born, he took seven steps and shouted, “Above
heaven, below heaven, I alone am most noble.” Here the “I” that is most noble is the true
self, This statement may sound arrogant. But it isn’t. Here the baby Buddha represents all
humanity and is talking about the dignity of realizing the true self. By declaring, “I alone am
most noble,” the baby Buddha is saying that he is born in this world to realize the noble self,
the true self, and that all human beings should do so, too. ,

We can see a similar teaching in Shakyamuni’s words in the Sufra of the Teaching
Bequeathed by the Buddha. As the final message of his life, Shakyamuni says, “Rely upon
the self, not upon other things. Rely upon the Dharma, not upon human beings.” His words,
“Rely upon the self,” mean that the most important thing that we should discover in our lives
is the true self—the self that is one with the Dharma.

The Shin Buddhist Meaning of the True Self

Different Buddhist traditions explain the true self in different ways. Here let me explain the
Shin Buddhist meaning of the true sclf. In Shin Buddhism the term that is synonymous with
the true self is shinjin. Shinran explains shinjin with various terms such as “sincere mind,”
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“true mind,” “aspiration for birth,” “Buddha nature,” and “bodhicitta (aspiration for
Buddhahood).” All these concepts are cited because Shinran identified shinjin with the
spiritual qualities of Dharmakara, a bodhisattva who is described in the Larger Sutra.

Shinran considered the Larger Sutra the most important Buddhist text, and he
systematized his doctrine on the basis of it. This text has a story in which a young seeker by
the name of Dharmakara becomes Amida Buddha. Dharmakara symbolizes the true self, and
Amida Buddha symbolizes the realization (or fulfillment) of the true self.

At the outset of the story, Dharmakara meets a Buddha and is deeply moved by him.
Then he awakens an aspiration to realize Buddhahood. After praising his teacher in verses
that are called “Praise of a Buddha,” he receives instruction from him and meditates for a
long time. After his meditation he returns to his teacher and describes his aspiration for
Buddhahood and a Buddha country in forty-eight vows.

Then in order to realize his vows, Dharmakara takes up various practices. The most
important is the practice of visiting innumerable Buddhas in the ten quarters. In one of the
verses in “Praise of a Buddha,” Dharmakara says, “Even though there are Buddhas as many
as the sand grains of the Ganges River, I will visit all of them and study under them.” He
indicates here that he will learn from a limitless number of Buddhas and deepen his wisdom.

In this visitation practice Dharmakara gradually loses his attachment to himself, to his
own fixed ideas and opinions. He sees less importance in himself. At the same time, he
deepens his respect for Buddhas. The number of Buddhas he respects increases limitlessly.
This way, the wisdom he receives from Buddhas becomes greater and greater.

Here it is important to know the difference between human wisdom and the Buddha’s
wisdom. What, then, is human wisdom? It is dualistic wisdom—the wisdom of two-ness. It
divides things into two—into positive and negative, good and evil, pure and impure, and
happiness and unhappiness. On the basis of this wisdom we always love the positive,
considering it meaningful, and hate the negative, considering it meaningless. .

In contrast to human wisdom that is the wisdom of two-ness, the Buddha’s wisdom is
the wisdom of oneness. Dharmakara, who is seeking the Buddha’s wisdom, is not satisfied
with loving only positive values and hating negative values. He is willing to discover new
meaning in all things, not only in the positive but also in the negative. He discovers positive
meaning even in extreme suffering. At the end of “Praise of a Buddha,” he says, “Even if I
stay in the midst of extreme suffering, I will diligently keep seeking the Dharma and will
never regret it.” Thus Dharmakara’s wisdom is called “the wisdom that transforms the
 negative into the positive.” His wisdom is all-encompassing and all-appreciating wisdom.

Dharmakara’s entire being is permeated by the Dharma of impermanence—by the
creative and dynamic flow of life. He is not complacent with whatever he has attained. He
possesses a flexible mind and can immediately discover new meaning in all things.

Thus, Dharmakara perfects his practice and becomes a Buddha by the name of Amida
(i.e., Amitabha [Limitless Light]). Since light is a symbol of wisdom, his name Limitless
Light means Limitless Wisdom, ie., the Buddha’s wisdom. This name means that
Dharmakara has become a perfect student who can seek wisdom from a limitless number of
Buddhas. It means that he has now become a perfect seeker, a perfect student, who keeps on
endlessly learning from all things and people in this world. That’s why the Larger Sutra calls
Dharmakara’s practice “the eternal practice.” - -~~~ — -~ oo

This way, the Larger Sutra, using the personal symbol of Dharmakara (or Amida
Buddha), shows us the meaning of the true self. The true self is the self that is one with the
Dharma of impermanence, or the dynamic and creative flow of life. It is the self that is not
satisfied with any fixed meanings and keeps on endlessly discovering new meaning in all
things. The Larger Sutra teaches us that the most important thing in our lives is to discover
and realize the true self that Dharmakara symbolizes.

The Importance of Realizing the True Self: Two Types of Fire
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Then in order to realize his vows, Dharmakara takes up various practices. The most
important is the practice of visiting innumerable Buddhas in the ten quarters. In one of the
verses in “Praise of a Buddha,” Dharmakara says, “Even though there are Buddhas as many
as the sand grains of the Ganges River, I will visit all of them and study under them.” He
indicates here that he will learn from a limitless number of Buddhas and deepen his wisdom.

In this visitation practice Dharmakara gradually loses his attachment to himself, to his
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deepens his respect for Buddhas. The number of Buddhas he respects increases limitlessly.
This way, the wisdom he receives from Buddhas becomes greater and greater.

Here it is important to know the difference between human wisdom and the Buddha’s
wisdom. What, then, is human wisdom? It is dualistic wisdom—the wisdom of two-ness. It
divides things into two—into positive and negative, good and evil, pure and impure, and
happiness and unhappiness. On the basis of this wisdom we always love the positive,
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In contrast to human wisdom that is the wisdom of two-ness, the Buddha’s wisdom is
the wisdom of oneness. Dharmakara, who is seeking the Buddha’s wisdom, is not satisfied
with loving only positive values and hating negative values. He is willing to discover new
meaning in all things, not only in the positive but also in the negative. He discovers positive
meaning even in extreme suffering. At the end of “Praise of a Buddha,” he says, “Even if I
stay in the midst of extreme suffering, I will diligently keep seeking the Dharma and will
never regret it.” Thus Dharmakara’s wisdom is called “the wisdom that transforms the

_ negative into the positive.” His wisdom is all-encompassing and all-appreciating wisdom.
~ Dharmakara’s entire being is permeated by the Dharma of impermanence—by the
creative and dynamic flow of life. He is not complacen‘t with whatever he has attained. He
possesses a flexible mind and can immediately discover new meaning in all things.

Thus, Dharmakara perfects his practice and becomes a Buddha by the name of Amida
(i.e., Amitabha [Limitless Light]). Since light is a symbol of wisdom, his name Limitless
Light means Limitless Wisdom, i.e., the Buddha’s wisdom. This name means that
Dharmakara has become a perfect student who can seek wisdom from a limitless number of
Buddhas. It means that he has now become a perfect seeker, a perfect student, who keeps on
endlessly learning from all things and people in this world. That’s why the Larger Sutra calls
Dharmakara’s practice “the eternal practice.” ~ , e - -

This way, the Larger Sutra, using the personal symbol of Dharmakara (or Amida
Buddha), shows us the meaning of the true self. The true self is the self that is one with the
Dharma of impermanence, or the dynamic and creative flow of life. It is the self that is not
satisfied with any fixed meanings and keeps on endlessly discovering new meaning in all
things. The Larger Sutra teaches us that the most important thing in our lives is to discover
and realize the true self that Dharmakara symbolizes.

mlmportance of Realizing the True Self: Two Types of Fire E
our

“Now let me give an illustration that shows the importance of realizing the true self in

lives. Suppose we go out and create two types of fire. One is a small candle flame and the
other is a bonfire. Suppose a strong blast of wind blows on both. '

First, what happens to the small candle flame when the blast of wind comes? Obviously
the candle flame is immediately blown out. Then, what happens to the bonfire when the same
blast of wind comes? The bonfire is not extinguished like the candle flame. On the contrary,
it gets bigger and bigger because of the wind.

It’s interesting that the same blast of wind extinguishes one fire and enhances the other.
This means that the strong wind itself does not have any inherent role as an extinguisher or as
an enhancer. Then, what makes the wind an extinguisher or an enhancer? What makes it a
negative force or a positive force? It is the nature of the fire that determines the role of the
wind. Whether a fire is small or large determines whether the wind becomes a negative force
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or a positive force. If a fire is small, the wind becomes an extinguisher, a negative force. But
if a fire is large, the wind becomes an enhancer, a positive force.

Here I am using two types of fire as symbols of the two types of selves, the ego-self and
the true self. A candle flame symbolizes the ego-self and a bonfire symbolizes the true self.
Just as the wind easily blows out a small fire, difficulties in our lives can easily overwhelm
us if we have only the ego-self. But, just as the wind enhances a great fire, difficulties in our
lives can nurture, grow, and strengthen us if we have the true self.

We have many unexpected events in our lives that seem very difficult to take. The strong
wind symbolizes them. Those events, however, do not have any inherent meaning as
something negative. We often consider them simply negative, but they are not necessarily so.
If we have the ego-self, they are simply negative; they could easily overwhelm and even
destroy us. But if we have the true self that Dharmakara symbolizes, we can discover
something positive in them. We can be nurtured, grown, and strengthened by them. There is
nothing in this world that is absolutely negative or meaningless. If we have the true self
realized within us, everything can become a teacher.

How Can the True Self Be Realized in Our Lives?

Now I have discussed the meaning of the true self and the importance of having it realized in
our lives. Here let me discuss another important question: “How can the true self be realized
in our lives?” Shinran answers this question by saying that the true self is realized within us
when we meet historical individuals, living or dead, who embody the true self—
Dharmakara’s spirit. It is only by meeting them and having deep spiritual resonance or
communion with them that we can have the true self realized in us.

Although people may think that they can realize the true self by themselves, I do not
think they can do so. The true self is so deeply hidden within us that we can in no way
awaken it. We are not even aware we have it in us. Even if we try hard to eliminate the ego-
self and realize the true self within us through our own efforts, we cannot do so because our
egos are so deep-rooted. Even our efforts to eliminate our egos are often based on our egos.

During his twenty years on Mt. Hiei, Shinran tried hard to eliminate his ego through
religious practices such as self-discipline and meditation. But he realized that he could not do
so because his efforts to eliminate his ego were based upon his ego. Thus when Shinran met
with Honen, who embodied the spirit of Dharmakara, he was deeply shaken by him. Then,
the new self, the true self (or shinjin) was awakened from the depths of his being.

Shinran said that the true self was realized by the power coming from the Buddha; it was
a gift from the Buddha. Although the true self came out of his being, he said that he could not
take credit for its arising. All our predecessors encountered such individuals and received the
true self from them. Shinran received it from his teacher Honen. Honen received it from his
teacher Shan-tao. Shan-tao received it from his teacher Tao-ch’o.

Shinran also said that when a person embodied the true self, he embarked on a very
powerful and meaningful life filled with joy and gratitude; and when he passed away, his life

was completed and fulfilled. Shinran called this the realization of supreme Buddhahood (or
g/éﬂlifla Buddhahood). v

Conclusion

When Shinran said Amida Buddha liberated him, he meant that the true self, Dharmakara’s
dynamic spirit, liberated him. Amida’s liberating him did not mean that he was saved by a
divine savior, or by some kind of mysterious power. Buddhism is not a teaching of a dualistic
faith, a faith between a superhuman savior and the saved.

Buddhism is a teaching of self-examination and self-realization. Buddhist liberation
means the realization of the true self in us. It means that Dharmakara is born in us. Shinran
teaches us that we can have the true self realized within us when we meet individuals, living
or dead. who embody the true self. He says that since our ego consciousness cannot awaken
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something positive in them. We can be nurtured, grown, and strengthened by them. There is
nothing in this world that is absolutely negative or meaningless. If we have the true self
realized within us, everything can become a teacher.

How Can the True Self Be Realized in Our Lives?

Now I have discussed the meaning of the true self and the importance of having it realized in
our lives. Here let me discuss another important question: “How can the true self be realized
in our lives?” Shinran answers this question by saying that the true self is realized within us
when we meet historical individuals, living or dead, who embody the true self—
Dharmakara’s spirit. It is only by meeting them and having deep spiritual resonance or
communion with them that we can have the true self realized in us.

Although people may think that they can realize the true self by themselves, I do not
think they can do so. The true self is so deeply hidden within us that we can in no way
awaken it. We are not even aware we have it in us. Even if we try hard to eliminate the ego-
self and realize the true self within us through our own efforts, we cannot do so because our
egos are so deep-rooted. Even our efforts to eliminate our egos are often based on our egos.

During his twenty years on Mt. Hiei, Shinran tried hard to eliminate his ego through
religious practices such as self-discipline and meditation. But he realized that he could not do .
so because his efforts to eliminate his ego were based upon his ego. Thus when Shinran met
with Honen, who embodied the spirit of Dharmakara, he was deeply shaken by him. Then,
the new self, the true self (or shinjin) was awakened from the depths of his being.

Shinran said that the true self was realized by the power coming from the Buddha; it was
a gift from the Buddha. Although the true self came out of his being, he said that he could not
take credit for its arising. All our predecessors encountered such individuals and received the
true self from them. Shinran received it from his teacher Honen. Honen received it from his
teacher Shan-tao. Shan-tao received it from his teacher Tao-ch’o.

Shinran also said that when a person embodied the true self, he embarked on a very
powerful and meaningful life filled with joy and gratitude; and when he passed away, his life
was completed and fulfilled. Shinran called this the realization of supreme Buddhahood (or
Amida Buddhahood). »
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\‘\ Conclusion

When Shinran said Amida Buddha liberated him, he meant that the true self, Dharmakara’s
dynamic spirit, liberated him. Amida’s liberating him did not mean that he was saved by a
divine savior, or by some kind of mysterious power. Buddhism is not a teaching of a dualistic
faith, a faith between a superhuman savior and the saved.

Buddhism is a teaching of self-examination and self-realization. Buddhist liberation
means the realization of the true self in us. It means that Dharmakara is born in us. Shinran
teaches us that we can have the true self realized within us when we meet individuals, living
or dead, who embody the true self. He says that since our ego consciousness cannot awaken
the true self, it is a gift from the Buddha. He also teaches us that when a person embodies the
true self, he embarks on a very powerful and meaningful life, filled with joy and gratitude;
and when the person passes away, his life is completed and fulfilled.

We must personally have Dharmakara realized in our own beings. ‘When Dharmakara is
bom in us, our life becomes very meaningful, powerful, and creative. We cannot help
dynamically advancing, listening, and learning, without grabbing at any conclusions and
answers. Our whole being becomes an endless seeking and learning process. We cannot help
tasting the deep, fresh taste of life that exists in the present moment. If we have the true self
realized within us, all the things that have seemed meaningless in our lives, things such as
mistakes, failures, sickness, accidents, frustration, and agony, start to have new meaning. We
are liberated by the power of the true self (shinjin) that comes out of our beings.
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