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BUDDHA'S DHAMMAPADA AND
JESUS CHRIST'S PARABLE OF THE
RICH MAN AND LAZARUS:

EVIL, FREEDOM, AND DIVINE JUSTICE

Kevin Stephon R. Centeno, SJ

Problem of Evil?

The French philosopher Paul Ricoeur accurately states that
“both philosophy and theology encounter evil as a challenge

”

unlike any other.”™ Debates and discussions have ensued in
both disciplines to make sense of, if not solve, the paradox of
evil. In the context of theistic religions, the existence of evil
contradicts the nature of God as omnipresent, omnibenevolent,
and omniscient. In the philosophical sphere, evil seems to lead
humans to non-being, thereby existentially disturbing them.
Whether one believes in God or not, evil remains a conundrum,
an inexplicable force that finite humans are attempting to
comprehend and get rid of. Ricoeur distinguishes between “evil
as wrongdoing and evil as suffering.”? Despite their intercon-
nection, these “belong to two heterogeneous categories, that
of blame and that of lament.” Free human beings are blamed
whenever they commit moral evil, while the victim suffers,
eliciting lament. In many instances, these two phenomena
are intertwined, further complicating the problem of evil.*
For example, someone who commits a grievous deed can be

1 Paul Ricoeur, “Evil, A Challenge to Philosophy and Theology,”
in Figuring the Sacred: Religion, Narrative, and Imagination (Minneapolis:
Fortress Press, 1995), 249.

2 Ricoeur, “Evil,” 250.
3 Ricoeur, “Evil,” 250.
4 Ricoeur, “Evil,” 250.
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a victim of internal and external forces that pushed them to
do so. Another case is a morally upright and innocent person
who tragically suffers and dies, e.g., a random accident killing
a baby. Humans are both guilty of causing evil and becoming
victims of it.

According to the philosopher of religion John Hick, evil has
three fundamental meanings: physical pain, mental suffering,
and moral wickedness. For Hick, this is a better way to define
evil than merely to contrast it immediately with God’s good
will.® Pain is experienced in the mind and body for a variety of
reasons. One major and obvious reason is human moral wick-
edness, which leads individuals to inflict pain and suffering
on other beings. Social ills such as poverty, war, persecution,
abuse, and injustice, as well as individual crimes and misdeeds,
derive from people’s inhumanity and misuse of freedom. In
addition, human pain and suffering stem from natural evils
over which humans lack full control, such as natural disas-
ters.® Weaving together Ricoeur’s and Hick’s ideas on evil, we
can infer that evil is experienced in the world and is caused by
forces beyond our control and by our irresponsible exercise of
freedom. This mystery of evil confronting us daily provokes lamen-
tation, whether for God or for reality, and calls for justice.

The so-called “problem of evil” is called, in philosophy of
religion, “theodicy.” Theodicy, coined by the philosopher and
mathematician Gottfried Leibniz, is the attempt to reconcile
the existence of an all-powerful and all-loving God with the
existence of evil. Why does an omnipotent God allow both
natural and moral evil to exist in the world? The problem is
famously formulated as follows: “if God is perfectly loving,

5 John Hick, Philosophy of Religion, 4th ed. (Upper Saddle River, NJ:
Prentice Hall, 1990), 39.

6 Hick, Philosophy of Religion, 39.
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God must wish to abolish all evil; and if God is all-powerful,
God must be able to abolish all evil. But evil exists; therefore
God cannot be both omnipotent and perfectly loving.”” The
question that theodicy raises is operative in monotheistic
religions. A classic example is the story of Job found in the Old
Testament of the Holy Bible. Job protests his innocence in the
face of suffering and evil he is experiencing before God and his
friends. At the end of the narrative, he bowed down before the
divine majesty of God and his designs, which he cannot fully
comprehend with his limited mind.®

How about in non-theistic philosophical systems, such as
Buddhism, is theodicy applicable? If God is eliminated from the
bigger picture, will the problem of evil cease? Interestingly, in
the context of Buddhism, Amber Carpenter argues “that the
Buddhists, on the whole, did not have the problem of evil and,
in particular, they often did not use the doctrine of karma to
justify suffering or render it explicable and tolerable toreason.™
Karma, which will be elaborated later, basically means that
every intentional, good or bad, action has consequences in this
life and in future lives. The doctrine of karma is misconstrued
as the complete solution to the problem of evil in Buddhism. It
is not intended to serve as a rational justification for all forms
of evil. However, this does not mean that Buddhism takes
suffering and evil for granted. On the contrary, it accepts as a
fundamental truth the reality of suffering, impermanence, and

7 Hick, Philosophy of Religion, 39-40.

8 Gustavo Gutierrez, On Job: God-Talk and the Suffering of the
Innocent (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1987).

9 Amber Carpenter, “Why Do Bad Things Happen to Good People?
‘And None of Us Deserving the Cruelty or the Grace:” Buddhism and the
Problem of Evil,” in Philosophy’s Big Questions: Comparing Buddhist
and Western Approaches, edited by Steven Emmanuel (New York:
Columbia University Press, 2021), 167.



112 Centeno

dissatisfaction as taught by the First Noble Truth on dukkha.®
Walpola Rahula describes Buddhism as “neither pessimistic
nor optimistic. If anything, it is realistic, for it takes a realis-
tic view of life and the world. It looks at things objectively.”
But Buddhism doesn’t resort to blame and lament since evil
and suffering are part of paticca-samuppada or interdependent
origination - the important Buddhist teaching that nothing is
independent; every phenomenon is interrelated.*

Moving away from speculation about the origin of evil and
attempts to explain it rationally, Buddhism and Christianity
share the understanding that moral evil has corresponding
negative consequences here on earth and beyond. In other
words, both systems believe in justice within a moral universe.
This paper aims to engage in a Buddhist-Christian dialogue on
moral evil and divine justice despite their stark differences.
Perhaps in the domain of moral responsibility, the two belief
systems can find common ground and enrich one another. The
two primary texts that will be interpreted in this paper are
Dhammapada chapter 9 (Papa-vagga)®* and the parable of the
rich man and Lazarus (Luke 16:19-31).* The paper will argue,

10 “The term dukkha as the First Noble Truth, which represents
the Buddha’s view of life and the world, has a deeper philosophical
meaning and connotes enormously wider senses. It is admitted that
the term dukkha in the First Noble Truth contains, quite obviously,
the ordinary meaning of ‘suffering’, but in addition it also includes
deeper ideas such as ‘imperfection,” ‘impermanence, ‘emptiness,’
‘insubstantiality.” Walpola Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, rev. ed.
(New York: Grove Press, 1974), 17.

11 Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, 17.
12 Carpenter, Buddhism and the Problem of Evil, 189-190.

13 All verse citations from the Dhammapada will come from The
Dhammapada, trans. by Gils Fronsdal (Boston & London: Shambala,
2005) abbreviated as Dhp.

14 All verse citations from the Holy Bible will come from The New
Oxford Annotated Bible: New Revised Standard Version 5th edition. (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2018).
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toward the end, that karmic justice and Christian divine justice
lead to a spirituality of responsible freedom.

Buddhist Karma, Moral Evil, and Justice
(Dhammapada chapter 9)

The Dhammapada, a collection of the Buddha’s teachings, is
considered a sacred text of early Buddhism. Etymologically,
Dhammapada is a combination of two Pali words: dhamma and
pada. Dhamma is a rich word that can mean “truth,” “law,”
“virtue,” and “teaching,” while pada can mean either “foot or
“way.” Therefore, Dhammapada can be translated as “The Way
of Truth,” reflecting its ethical dimension.”® Primarily, the
teachings of the Buddha in the Dhammapada constitute a path
to liberation, or a spirituality, albeit nontheistic. The two main
goals emphasized in the Dhammapada are attaining happiness
and well-being in the present and the future, and attaining
spiritual liberation - liberation from the cycle of samsara or
rebirth or nirvana, the indescribable experience of total bliss
and peace.” In living out the Buddha’s moral teachings to attain
enlightenment, the individual doesn’t rely on the Buddha’s
intervention or divine assistance, for the Buddha serves as a
model to imitate. Buddhist ethics reinforces individual moral
empowerment: “Oneself, indeed, is one’s own protector. One
does, indeed, [make] one’s own destiny.” (Dhp. 380) In terms

15 Dhammapada: The Way of Truth, trans. and comm. by Peter
Feldmeier (Sri Lanka: Buddhist Publication Society, 2013), viii. Gil
Fronsdal says that the title Dhammapada is difficult to translate
because of its multiple meanings. “If we translate the title based on
how the term dhammapada is used in the verses, it should probably
be translated ‘Sayings of the Dharma, ‘Verses of the Dharma, or
‘Teachings of the Dharma. However, if we construe pada as ‘path,
as in verse 21 (where amatapada is translated ‘the path to the
Deathless’), the title could be ‘The Path of the Dharma.’ Ultimately,
as many translators clearly concur, it may be best not to translate
the title at all.” The Dhammapada, xiv.

16 Dhammapada, xix-xxii.
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of moral evil, we carry the same responsibility: “Evil is done
by oneself alone; by oneself is one defiled. Evil is avoided by
oneself; by oneself alone is one purified. Purity and impurity
depend on oneself; no one can purify another.” (Dhp. 165)

The ninth chapter of the Dhammapada is titled Papa-vagga,
or “Evil” (verses 116-128). Although the Buddha’s teachings on
evil are scattered throughout the text, this chapter is distinc-
tive for its powerful emphasis on the connection between
moral evil and justice. The original Pali word for evil, “papa,”
means “a violation of the universe’s moral fabric, a violation
of Dhamma.”” What is presupposed here is the existence of a
moral universe. In a moral universe, human actions, both good
and bad, have consequences in contrast to an amoral universe
devoid of a moral compass. The opening line of this chapter
encapsulates Buddha’s significant teaching on the role of the
mind in ethical living: “Be quick to do good, restrain your mind
from evil. When one is slow to make merit, one’s mind delights
in evil.” (Dhp. 116) According to Stephen Laumakis, “the single
most important or most basic insight of the historical Buddha
is the claim that who we are and what we think exists is a
function of our mind and its cognitive powers. In other words,
it is our mind and our use of it that determine how we see
and understand ourselves, the world, and other things.”® In
another Dhammapada verse, the purification of the mind along
with doing good or skillful deeds is given importance: “Doing
no evil, engaging in what’s skillful, and purifying one’s mind:
This is the teaching of the buddhas.” (Dhp. 183) Buddhism is not
solely a black-and-white morality of doing good and avoiding
evil in obedience to precepts, for it prioritizes cultivating right

17 Feldmeier, Dhammapada, 50.

18 Stephen Laumakis, An Introduction to Buddhist Philosophy 2nd ed.
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2024), 41.
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view, which takes precedence in the Eightfold Path.” Hence, the
Dhammapada’s very first verse is all about the all-encompassing
function of the mind: “All experience is preceded by mind, led
by mind, made by mind. Speak or act with a corrupted mind,
and suffering follows as the wagon wheel follows the hoof of
the ox.” (Dhp. 1)

A foundational concept in Buddhism elucidated in this
chapter on evil is the law of karma (kamma in Pali). Generally,
karma, meaning “action” in Sanskrit, is an essential ethical
concept in Indian philosophy, though it has varied mean-
ings. Buddhism particularly understands karma as mental
in nature, though not limited to it, because the emphasis is
on the volitional impulse or intention underlying the action:
“It is volition (cetana), O monks, that I call karma; willing,
one acts through body, speech or mind,” teaches Buddha.?
Karma is intentional action. Actions done unintentionally do
not bear karmic results, for example, accidentally stepping on
a bug. Karmic actions have intrinsic consequences depend-

~~

ing on their ethical qualities. “Pufifia,” in the Pali language,
refers to meritorious actions, while the opposite, “apufifia,”
refers to harmful actions.” This principle of karmic fruitful-
ness and how merits are accumulated is clearly stated in the
Dhammapada: “Having done something evil, don’t repeat it,
don’t wish for it: evil piled up brings suffering. Having done
something meritorious, repeat it, wish for it: merit piled up

brings happiness.” (Dhp. 117-118) Karma is often compared

19 “In Buddhism, ‘right view’ is seen as the foundation of
moral and spiritual development.” Peter Harvey, An Introduction to
Buddhist Ethics: Foundations, Values, and Issues (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2000), 11.

20 Peter Harvey, “Karma,” in The Oxford Handbook of Buddhist
Ethics, edited by Daniel Cozort and James Mark Shields (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 2018), 8.

21 Harvey, Karma, 13-14.



116 Centeno

to a seed. As a seed grows into a plant or a tree, it will soon
bear fruit. The process is similar to what the apostle Paul
wrote in his letter to the Galatians: “...you reap whatever you
sow.” (Galatians 6:7)2 Karma cannot be completely understood
and appreciated without the Buddhist belief in rebirth. Our
present and next life is subjected to the cycle of rebirth, and
the process of undergoing good and bad rebirths is determined
by one’s accumulated karma.?® The Buddha describes rebirth
in the Dhammapada as follows: “Some are reborn in a womb;
evildoers are reborn in hell. People of good conduct go to
heaven; those without toxins are fully released in Nirvana.”
(Dhp. 126) The cycle of rebirth ends with the perfect state of
nirvana, the summum bonum of Buddhism, where there is no
more birth, death, or suffering. It must be noted that a good
rebirth does not automatically entail nirvana. The heavenly
spheres in Buddhist cosmology are still conditioned, meaning
that suffering and death are possible; nirvana lies beyond
suffering and rebirth. Not all kusala* (wholesome actions) lead
to nirvana; only wholesome actions free from hatred, greed,
and delusion.?

The law of karma is not identical to our usual religious
understanding of “reward and punishment” meted out by
a Supreme Being. Strictly speaking, the law of karma is not

22 Peter Harvey, Buddhism and Monotheism (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2019), 8.

23 Harvey, Buddhism and Monotheism, 8.

24 Kusala (Pali for “skillful”) refers to wholesome action. Kusala
is informed by wisdom and brings goodness towards the self and
others. The opposite is akusala which is unwholesome actions. Actions
devoid of hatred, greed, and delusion are kusala. While kusala and
pufifia are somehow synonymous and closely intertwined, the latter
focuses on the merits or karmic fruits than the positive quality of
the action. Harvey, Karma, 11-12.

25 Harvey, Karma, 26.
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a divine law decreed by God or by an external force.? First,
Buddhism is not a theistic religion. The Great Brahma in
Buddhism is not a Creator God. Ironically, he mistook himself
for one according to the Buddha’s story.” If this is the case,
what ensures justice in the Buddhist worldview? The law of
karma may be better compared to the law of physics or natural
law. The good and bad consequences of one’s karmic action
naturally arise from the action itself.? Simply put, “there are
no evil consequences for one who does no evil.” (Dhp. 124)
Karma is the “force at work which can satisfy our demand for
moral justice,”” explains Bhikku Bodhi. The law of karma is
inexorable. Bodhi further explains that it “ensures that our
morally-determinate actions do not disappear into nothing-
ness, but rather continue as traces in the deep hidden layers
of the mind, where they function in such a way that our good
deeds eventually issue in happiness and success, our evil deeds
in suffering and misery.”® Humans cannot escape the law of
karma: “You will not find a spot in the world - not in the sky,
not in the ocean, not inside a mountain cave - where you will
be free from your evil karma.” (Dhp. 127) Going back to the seed
analogy, the effects of karma mature over time, in the present,
in the next rebirth, and in possible future rebirths. Karmic
fruit ripens unpredictably, but in a just manner.** “When the
evil has matured, the evildoer will meet with misfortune...
But when the good has matured, the doer of good will meet

26 Rahula, What the Buddha Taught, 32. Not every evil experience
is directly caused by karma. Buddha does not deny natural evil and
other factors outside the law of karma which can inflict evil.

27 Harvey, Buddhism and Monotheism, 26.
28 Harvey, Buddhist Ethics, 16.

29 Bhikku Bodhi, The Living Message of the Dhammapada (Sri Lanka:
Buddhist Publication Society, 1993), 12.

30 Bodhi, Dhammapada, 12-13.
31 Feldmeier, Dhammapada, 53.
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with good fortune.” (Dhp. 119-120) Faithful to the spirit of the
Dhammapada, the law of karma stresses personal responsibil-
ity. Buddhist ethics, as demonstrated in the law of karma, is
not fatalistic or deterministic. Human freedom and action
are extremely important. Karma governs the effects of our
good or bad intentional actions. Humans shape their destiny,
personality, and social environment through their actions.
Past karma doesn’t control present karma; freedom of choice
allows humans to overcome their present condition.”” Karma

and moral justice are inseparable and strengthen each other.

Christian Ethics, Moral Evil, and Justice
(Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus)

Jesus of Nazareth is the central figure of Christianity.
Catholics and other Christian denominations believe that Jesus
Christ is fully human and fully divine - both human and God,
unlike Buddha.® Jesus is the revelation of God’s love. Christians
do not merely believe in an abstract and invisible God; to know
Jesus Christ is to know God. In the faith proclamation “Jesus
is God,” “the known term shedding light on the other is Jesus,
his history, and his activity.” Bible scholars and theologians
distinguish between the Jesus of history and the Christ of faith.
The former refers to the earthly Jesus, who walked on earth
and preached the Reign of God, and the latter refers to the
risen, exalted Christ, the Son of God, worshipped by Christians.

32 Harvey, Buddhist Ethics, 23.

33 In the dogmatic proclamation of the Council of Chalcedon
which is essential in Christian doctrine, Jesus is “truly God and truly
man, of a rational soul and a body; consubstantial with the Father as
regards his divinity, and the same consubstantial with us as regards
his humanity, like us in all things but sin.” Thomas Rausch, I Believe
in God: A Reflection on the Apostle’s Creed (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 2008), 72.

34 Juan Luis Segundo, The Christ of the Ignatian Exercises
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1987), 24.
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Our primary access to the mystery of Jesus Christ is the Sacred
Scriptures, most especially the four Gospels of Matthew, Mark,
Luke, and John, which record the words and deeds of Jesus. The
Gospels are not read and studied as mere historical documents,
for they belong to the community of faith, the Church, author-
ized to interpret their message. Hence, the Jesus of history and
the Christ of faith are complementary criteria in identifying
the real Jesus.*”

At the heart of the life and mission of Jesus Christ is the
Reign of God. Jesus began his ministry in Galilee, proclaiming
the Good News, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God
has come near; repent, and believe in the good news.” (Mark
1:15) The word “reign” is now preferred over “kingdom” to
avoid misinterpreting the Reign of God as purely geographical,
similar to monarchies on earth. The Reign of God is God’s will
as revealed in the teaching and action of Jesus Christ in the
Gospels.Jesusembodied the values of the Reign of God by healing
the sick, siding with the poor and the oppressed, communing
with sinners and the marginalized, and teaching through
parables and discourses. The Reign of God concerns human
flourishing.* Jesus himself, according to the Church Father
Origen, is auto-Basileia, the Reign of God in person.” Christian
ethics is based on the values of the Reign of God exemplified by
Jesus. Following Jesus entails reenacting his wondrous deeds
in history. Lest Christians reduce the Reign of God to a project
of humanity, they must be aware of the nature of the Reign
as God’s gift. Christianity, as a theistic religion, acknowledges

35 Christology, the study of Christ, is dialectical. Thomas Rausch,
Who is Jesus? An Introduction to Christology (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 2003), 7-8.

36 Roger Haight, The Future of Christology (New York: Continuum,
2005), 137.

37 John Fuellenbach, The Kingdom of God: The Message of Jesus Today
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1995), 220.
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that God is the guarantor of moral order. Therefore, the Reign
of God is both divine and human. Gerhard Lohfink says, “where
the reign of God grows, it is entirely God’s work and at the same
time altogether human work.”® God acts through our human
freedom. Christians participate in making present the Reign of
God, and this “can only happen when we let God act, when we
are entirely transparent to what God wants to do through us.”
This is why Christians pray the prayer taught by Jesus: “Your
kingdom come. Your will be done, on earth as it is in heaven.”
(Luke 6:10) God’s divine grace is needed, since human efforts
are insufficient.

Moral evil is any action in opposition to the Reign of God,
what Jon Sobrino calls the forces of “anti-Kingdom” or “anti-
Reign.”® Whenever human dignity is violated, the rights
of the poor are trampled, and different types of people are
marginalized from society, the anti-Reign is at work. Human
freedom is capable of going against God’s will. In the face of the
pervasiveness of moral evil, is there divine justice somewhere
out there? As mentioned, Jesus taught using parables. Living
in a narrative culture, Jesus valued and used the power of
stories to shock his listeners, disclose new possibilities in life,
offer a new vision beyond the conventional, and convey God’s
saving action.” One of these parables, which explicitly speaks
of divine justice, is the parable of the rich man and Lazarus in

38 Gerhard Lohfink, “The Biology of the Reign of God,” in Between
Heaven and Earth: New Explorations of Great Biblical Texts
(Collegeville, MN: Liturgical Press, 2022), 306.

39 Lohfink, “The Biology of the Reign of God,” 306.

40 The conflict between Jesus’ proclamation of the Kingdom of
God and the anti-Kingdom is a major theme in Jon Sobrino’s book
Jesus the Liberator: A Historical Theological Reading of Jesus of Nazareth
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 1993).

41 Edward Schillebeeckx, “Jesus’ Story of God,” in God Among Us:
The Gospel Proclaimed (New York: Crossroad, 1983), 28-29.
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Luke 16:19-31. In the parable, the rich man lived a luxurious
life, neglecting the poor Lazarus who suffered near his gate.
After their deaths, a great reversal occurred: the rich man
went to the netherworld and was tormented, whereas Lazarus
was consoled in the presence of Abraham. For Roger Haight,
the parable points out that “our universe and our world share
a just moral structure. Punishment awaits those who fail to
listen and to act according to the responsibilities of the cove-
nant that, in Jesus’s presentation, the rule of God symbolizes.
An ultimate destiny of comfort and fulfillment awaits those
whose lives seem meaningless because they are consumed by
suffering.” In other words, divine justice is not an illusion.
In the imagery of Pope Benedict XVI, “Evildoers, in the end,
do not sit at table at the eternal banquet beside their victims
without distinction, as though nothing had happened.” The
eternal torment of the rich man in hell was a consequence
of his indifference and failure to live in accordance with the
values of the Reign of God. The parable aims to shock its listen-
ers by showing how seriously God takes human freedom and
personal responsibility. Human destiny is not predetermined,;
God empowers humans to create the world with history guided
by God’s Reign.*

In Christian eschatology, the theological study of last
things, hell awaits those who have died and lived morally evil
lives on earth, leading to their separation from God. Hell is the
negation of heaven - eternal communion with God and the
saints. Thus, hell is the state of being cut off from all life-giving

42 Roger Haight, Faith and Evolution: A Grace-Filled Naturalism
(Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2019), 172.

43 Pope Benedict XVI, Spe Salvi (Vatican City: Libreria Editrice
Vaticana, 2007), https://www.vatican.va/content/benedict-xvi/en/
encyclicals/documents/hf_ben-xvi_enc_20071130_spe-salvi.html.

44 Haight, Faith and Evolution, 172-173.
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and loving relationships.” The New Testament vividly imagi-
nes hell as a place of unquenchable fire (Mark 9:43), a pit into
which the wicked are cast (Matt 5:29; Mark 9:45), and a “pool
of fire” for the excluded from the book of life, thus facing a
“second death” (Rev 20:14-15). Hell is also the opposite of the
Reign of God, where sinners have no share and are punished
with everlasting destruction. (2 Thess 1:9; 1 Cor 6:10; Gal
5:19-21) The metaphorical and graphic images of hell are not
meant to be interpreted literally; hell is a state, not a place
located in our world.* Returning to the theodicy question,
how to reconcile an all-loving God proclaimed by Jesus Christ
with the reality of hell? Is God punishing? No, hell must not be
understood as “a product of divine vindictiveness. Rather, it is
God’s yielding to our freedom. To reject God is to reject life in
community. Conversely, it is to choose life in isolation. Hell is
absolute isolation. The radical sinner chooses that. God does
not impose it as a punishment.”” Hell is a testament to the God
of love respecting and valuing human freedom. The parable
of the rich man and Lazarus is a parable of divine justice; the
victimizers will not triumph over the victims.* The Reign of
God “entails a moral universe despite all the evidence to the

45 Peter Phan, Living Into Death, Dying Into Life: A Christian Theology
of Death and Life Eternal (Florida: Lectio Publishing, 2014), 89.

46 Thomas Rausch, Eschatology, Liturgy, and Christology: Toward
Recovering an Eschatological Imagination (Collegeville, MN: Liturgical
Press, 2012), 107-108.

47 Richard McBrien, Catholicism: New Edition (New York:
HarperCollins, 1994), 1176.

48 “A world history in which the murderers triumph over their
innocent victims, in which the ruthless are justified and the betrayed
remain so forever would be absurd in the extreme,” says Gerhard
Lohfink. Jesus of Nazareth: What He Wanted, Who He Was (Collegeville,
MN: Liturgical Press, 2012), 163.
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contrary,” and it is no other than God “who guarantees justice
in the end.™

A Buddhist and Christian Spirituality
of Responsible Freedom

A quick survey of Buddhist and Christian perspectives on
moral evil and justice reveals significant differences between
the two belief systems. The greatest gap between Buddhism
and Christianity is the question of God. Buddhism is non-the-
istic, while Christianity is theistic. Postulating the existence of
a personal God, who is all-powerful and all-loving, affects the
entire body of teachings and doctrines of a particular religion
or philosophy. Buddhism does not need to problematize recon-
ciling God with evil, unlike Christianity, which necessitates
theodicy. Moral justice in the Buddhist sense is intrinsically
tied to the law of karma, operating naturally without recourse
to a divine law-giver, while justice in the Christian sense is
divine justice - God, as the source of goodness, ensures moral
justice. In Christianity, the afterlife is linear and perma-
nent: judgment occurs immediately after death, whereas in
Buddhism, human life is cyclical, with multiple rebirths until
Nirvana ends the cycle.

In the two sacred texts compared, a notable difference lies
in the Parable of the Rich Man and Lazarus’s emphasis on the
sin of omission. Clearly, there is no evidence in the parable that
the rich man directly caused the miserable situation of Lazarus.
The sin of the rich man is called in the Christian tradition the
sin of omission. He knew Lazarus personally, yet neglected to
uplift his social condition by providing any help.*® His moral
indifference damned him. For the Jesuit moral theologian

49 Haight, Faith and Evolution, 175.

50 Amy-Jill Levine, Short Stories by Jesus: The Enigmatic Parables of a
Controversial Rabbi (New York: HarperCollins, 2014), 272.



124 Centeno

James Keenan, this parable captures the dimension of sin as the
“failure to bother to love.” In Christian ethics, it is not enough
to avoid committing evil; one must practice compassionate
love, especially for the poor and marginalized. Although there
is no explicit articulation of the sin of omission in Buddhist
ethics, its karmic ethics can be further deepened by treating
intentional inaction as resulting in bad karma. Intentionally
neglecting the needy out of hatred, greed, or delusion can fall
under the category of akusala, or unwholesome, action.

Notwithstanding the seemingly irreconcilable beliefs
between Buddhism and Christianity, they have great potential
to converge on ethical issues, particularly regarding human
freedom and responsibility. Both karmic ethics and God as
ultimate reality assure humans that they live in a moral
universe. Human freedom entails responsibility. Buddha never
interferes in one’s free choice, and the Creator God empowers
with grace. Authentic freedom means every action has conse-
quences; it comes with a cost, for it can be either creative or
destructive. Even if evil looks victorious over goodness in this
world, a time of reckoning is inevitable. For the Dhammapada
and Jesus’ parable of the rich man and Lazarus, “the ultimate
resolution of the inequities of suffering is eschatological: good
and evil will bring reward and punishment, respectively,
whether in this lifetime or in a future form of existence.”
A futuristic conception of justice doesn’t erase the present.
Rather, eschatological justice correlates with a spirituality of
responsible freedom. Buddhist and Christian spirituality don’t
promote passivity. Living a spirituality of responsible freedom

51 James Keenan, Moral Wisdom: Lessons and Texts from the Catholic
Tradition 2nd ed. (Lanham, MD: Rowman & Littlefield, 2010), 55.

52 Leo Lefebure and Peter Feldmeier, The Path of Wisdom: A Christian
Commentary on the Dhammapada (Belgium: Peeters Publishers, 2011),
142.
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for Buddha and Jesus requires overcoming self-centeredness
or egocentricity, a source of moral evil, to prevent one from

instrumentalizing others for personal gain.>

The Indian theologian Felix Wilfred* observes that inter-
religious dialogue (and by extension comparative theology) is
more focused on debates over revelation, the absoluteness of
truth, moral imperatives, universality, and related topics than
on the shared mission of all religions. He proposes that the
converging point of the mission of diverse religions must be
the future of the earth, the well-being of humans, and crea-
tion. Dialogue among religions should be oriented towards the
flourishing and integral salvation of all: “The crisis humankind
faces today has made us all aware of the need to pursue a joint
mission by all believers. It is the mission of salvation, namely,
making everything whole, integral, and sane. It is a call to a
mission to re-establish broken relationships and disharmony
within the human community and the relationship of humans
with nature.”* The mission of salvation encompasses ethics and
spirituality, and this paper’s attempt to analytically compare
Buddhism and Christianity on evil, freedom, and divine justice
was undertaken in this spirit. After the significant interre-
ligious event held in Thailand from November 13-16, 2023,
titled “The Seventh Buddhist-Christian Colloquium” with the

53 Paul Knitter and Roger Haight, Jesus and Buddha: Friends in
Conversation (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis Books, 2015), 132.

54 Sadly, Felix Wilfred, an Asian theological giant, passed away
on January 7, 2025. The author deeply admires his prodigious theo-
logical output on Asian theology and commitment to the liberation
of the victims of oppressive socio-political and cultural systems. The
author dedicates this paper in his memory. For a short tribute from
aJesuit theologian see Jojo Fung, “Felix Wilfred: A Globally Esteemed
Theologian From Asia,” Asia Pacific Mission Studies 7, no. 1 (2025):
152-154. https://doi.org/10.13185/2704-3339.1103.

55 Felix Wilfred, For a Socially Engaged Faith (Delhi: Indian Society
for Promoting Christian Knowledge, 2024), 47.
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theme “Karuna and Agape in Dialogue for Healing a Wounded
Humanity and the Earth,” organized by The Dicastery for
Interreligious Dialogue, Mahachulalongkornrajavidyalaya
University, Mahamakut Buddhist University, Chinese Buddhist
Order of Sangha in Thailand, Wat Phra Chetuphon, the
Sirivadhanabhakdi Foundation, and the Catholic Bishops’
Conference of Thailand, a final statement was released by the
Dicastery affirming the relevance of the ethical teachings of
the Buddha and Jesus Christ in our world today:

Yet, in these troubled times, we refuse to give in to despair,
for we strongly believe that in the midst of dark clouds,
those who are deeply rooted in their respective religious
traditions and willing to work together with everyone can
bring a ray of hope to a desperate humanity. As Buddhists
and Christians, we see the Buddhaand Jesus as Great Healers.
The Buddha pointed to greed and Jesus to sin as the cause of
suffering. On many levels, Jesus and the Buddha proposed
love and compassion as medicine to drive out the darkness
in the human heart and the world. Nourished by their
respective spiritual teachings, Buddhists and Christians,
for thousands of years, have adopted compassionate ways
of living to address the suffering of life.5

56 Final Declaration of the Dicastery for Interreligious Dialogue
at the End of the VII Buddhist-Christian Conference, 13-16 November
2023,  https://press.vatican.va/content/salastampa/it/bollettino/
pubblico/2023/11/16/0801/01752.html.
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