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CHAPTER 1T

BuppDHISM AND HOSPITALITY
ExPECTING THE UNEXPECTED AND ACTING VIRTUOUSLY

Andy Rotman

We can learn quite a bit about Buddhist understandings of hospitality by exam-
ining one of the terms frequently found in Indian Buddhist Sanskrit texts and
commonly translated as “hospitality.” The term, atithisatkara, means “doing”
(kara) something “good” or “virtuous” (sat) for a “guest” (atithi). This etymo-
logy raises two interesting questions for an investigation into Buddhist ideas of
hospitality. First, what constitutes a good deed (satkara)? This is a crucial ques-
tion for Buddhist ethics. Second, what do we mean by “guest”? The term atithi
has a complex etymological history, with important implications for Vedic and
astrological studies, but two etymologies are most common, and both of them
are illuminating. We can understand the term as deriving from the Sanskrit root
at, which means “to go constantly,” “to walk,” “to wander.” Hence, someone
who is atithi is “on the move.” He or she isn’t a permanent resident in one’s
home; rather, that person is a visitor, one who is passing through. Atithi, how-
ever, can also be understood as the antonym of tithi, which denotes a specific
time—an auspicious one, at that. In this sense, atithi refers to “one who has no
fixed time for coming” or “one who has arrived outside the auspicious lunar
days.” In other words, it refers to someone who has arrived unexpectedly, at a
random time; or worse, at the wrong time.

Though there is an abundance of material in Buddhism about planned
giving—what to give to the monastic community, where to give it, when to
give it, and how much merit such offerings will generate for the donor—the
category of unplanned giving has received less attention. Yet, this category
of unplanned giving is addressed explicitly in Buddhist narrative literature.
Accounts in these materials of Buddhist laymen and laywomen interacting with
Buddhist monks, who all too often arrive unexpectedly and at what seems to
be the wrong time, form a template for Buddhist hospitality more generally.
Even today, among Indians of all faiths, there is a common saying, atithi devo
bhavah, meaning “the atithi—the guest—is god.” I have heard this said by
my friends and teachers in India, whether Buddhist, Hindu or Jain, when I or
someone else arrived unexpectedly and tea and biscuits were quickly conjured.
I have also heard this said by strangers on trains and buses, when they shared
food with me or I with them.

The way one treats a guest, | have been told, says a lot about one’s rela-
tionship with the divine. While writing about the logic and practice of Hindu
worship in central India, Lawrence Babb explains, “the entire sequence [that
constitutes pdja] . . . has one overall purpose: to make the [god or] goddess feel
like a welcome guest.”! Worshipping the god or goddess is a form of hospitality,
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and hospitality is a form of worship. Hence, the atithi is to be treated as a
god. But what does one do when an atithi, a guest, arrives unexpectedly at an
importune time? What actions in such a situation are virtuous? What, in the
end, are the component parts of hospitality?

In addressing these questions, I will consider a number of stories from
the Divyavadana, or “Divine Stories.” The text is a vast compendium of
Indian Buddhist narratives written in Sanskrit from the early centuries of the
Common Era. Its stories have since spread throughout Asia, as both narrative
and narrative art, leaving an indelible mark on Buddhist thought and practice.
Many of these stories were incorporated into the monastic code of the branch
of Buddhists known as the Milasarvastivadins, and this canonical text was
later transmitted to Tibet, China and beyond. As a result, scores of generations -
of Buddhists in Asia have considered these stories “the word of the Buddha”
(buddhavacana), and have repeatedly recited, reworked, painted and sculpted
them. These are, in short, some of the most influential stories in the history
of Buddhism.

Many of the stories in the Divyavadana feature accounts of people who,
suddenly and unexpectedly, meet up with the Buddha; one of the senior monks
in his order, such as Mahikasyapa, Mahakatyayana and Mahamaudgalyayana;
or a solitary buddha, an awakened being, like the Buddha, but who doesn’t
found his own monastic community. All of these figures are arhats, a term that
comes from the Sanskrit root arh, meaning “to be worthy” or “to deserve.” An
arbat, therefore, is someone who is “worthy” and “deserving.” But worthy and
deserving of what? The answer, according to the Divyavadana, is that they’re
worthy and deserving of offerings (daksineya), food offerings in particular, by
Buddhists and non-Buddhists alike.

An arbat is a particularly good field of merit (punyaksetra) for devotees to
“plant” an offering. “Thus,” as John Strong notes, “any good (or bad) action
directed toward [such a being] can have positive (or negative) karmic results
beyond all expectations.”” In “The Story of Mendhaka,” for example, during
a famine, with stocks of food nearly depleted, the householder Mendhaka, his
wife, son, daughter-in-law, servant and maid happen to meet a solitary buddha,
and each of them give him the last bit of food that they possess. They then make
fervent aspirations for more food, all of which are fulfilled immediately. When
the king hears of this, he exclaims: «Oh! This field is so fertile and faultless! A
seed sown today bears fruit today as well!” (Divy 135.12-13).% Since the solit-
ary buddha constitutes a particularly fecund field of merit, the karmic results of
their respective offerings are obtained on the same day. As the Buddha explains:

If, monks, beings were to know the result of charity and the consequence of offering
charity as I know the result of charity and the consequence of offering charity, then
at present they would never eat the very last remaining mouthful of food without
giving it away or sharing it, if a worthy recipient of that food were to be found. (Divy
298.2-7)
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Intrinsic to these encounters is an exchange—laypeople offer food to monas-
tics, and monastics in turn offer those laypeople merit. This “food for merit”
exchange is made explicit in “The Story of Sahasodgata.” A solitary buddha
who is traveling through the countryside arrives at a park on the outskirts of a
town but then decides to go elsewhere. A householder happens to see him and
says, “Noble one, why are you turning back? You are in want of food, and 1, of
merit. Take up residence here in this park and I'll support you with alms with
no interruption” (Divy 312.15-16).

But there is a problem: solitary buddhas, such as those in “The Story of
Mendhaka” and “The Story of Sahasodgata,” cannot be sought out as the
recipients of offerings. They live “in remote areas,” as the texts tell us (e.g. Divy
88.14-15; 132.21), and they like to roam, following the famous prescription
from one of the Pali suttas (Sutta Nipata 1.3; Khaggavisana Sutta) to “wander
alone like a rhinoceros.” It is their offering to the laity that they come and
accept the laity’s offerings, providing them a chance to transform their gifts
into merit.

Moreover, in addition to living in remote areas, Buddhist monks of all kinds
tended to be “on the move.” In the era before permanent monastic settlements,
which probably occurred in the early centuries of the Common Era, monks
would “walk” and “wander” (vibarati) for nine months of the year and then
settle somewhere for the three months of the rainy season, when travel was
difficult, to study and meditate. These settlements came to be known as viharas,
since they were places in which monastics could do just what they did when it
wasn’t raining: “live,” “pass time,” and, to be sure, “walk about.”

The “walk about” component of their lives was crucial. Monastics have
always been dependent on the largesse of the laity for their food, and during
this period of Buddhism monasticism, monastics would normally go on an
alms round each day to find food for themselves. This was the case whether
they were wandering the countryside or settled in a vihara. They would wander
from home to home, generally without predestination, until their bowls were
full, accepting whatever food they happened to receive. That was their main
meal for the day.

Although lay people could make arrangements to invite the Buddha or the
full monastic community to one’s home for a meal—a practice amenable to
the very rich, such as kings, but out of the question for the poor and middle
class—one could not invite a single monk to one’s home, at least not accord-
ing to the earliest strata of material. One could not, therefore, simply invite a
senior-most monk to one’s home and feed him, even though he was worthy of
offerings. Moreover, those spiritually advanced monks who were arhats were
often the most peripatetic. They would wander constantly, from one region to
the next, not domesticated by monastic structures.

This left the average layperson in a quandary: how could someone of ordin-
ary means afford to feed the entire monastic community or just find a single
monk to feed, especially one who was eminently worthy? The Divyavadana
offers no easy answers, nor do other Indian Buddhist texts. There simply



118 Hosting the Stranger

aren’t many chances for a layperson to make food offerings. What is stressed,
however, is that one should make the most of any such opportunity that arises,
even if one isn’t particularly prepared to do a “good deed” for the “guest” who
suddenly appears.

Some of the most famous stories in Indian Buddhism address this problem.
Probably the most famous of all concerns King Asoka, the great Indian mon-
arch from the third century BCE, whose empire stretched from present-day
Afghanistan to Bangladesh and whose conversion to Buddhism and righteous
rule are still remembered through his famous pillar inscriptions. The life story
of King Asoka is told in great detail in the Divyavadana, stretching back to a
previous life of ASoka, when he was a boy named Jaya in the city of Rajagrha,
and extending to his last days when, imprisoned by his heir-apparent son,
he gave away all his possessions to the monastic community. Central to this
narrative is the offering he made when he was the boy named Jaya, for we are
told that this very offering culminated in his becoming a great monarch and,
in the end, a great patron of Buddhism.

As we read in “The Story of a Gift of Dirt”:

The Blessed One arrived at the main road [in Rajagrha)]. Two little boys were there.
One was a son from a very prominent family, and the other a son from a somewhat
less prominent family. They were playing at building houses in the dirt. The first of
them was named Jaya (Victory), and the second was named Vijaya (Conquest). Both
of them saw the Buddha, whose body was adorned with the thirty-two marks of a
great man and who was a sight one never tires of seeing. The young boy Jaya, think-
ing, “I’ll give him some barley meal,” threw a handful of dirt into the Blessed One’s
begging bowl. Vijaya approved of this by respectfully folding his hands together.

As it is said: ‘

He saw the greatly compassionate self-made one
whose body radiated a halo a fathom wide.

With a resolute face, and instilled with faith,

he offered some dirt

to the one who brings an end to birth and old age.

After making this offering to the Blessed One, Jaya then proceeded to make a
fervent aspiration: “By the root of virtue, may I become king and, after placing the
earth under a single umbrella of sovereignty, may I serve the Lord Buddha.”

The Sage perceived the boy’s disposition,

and knowing that his fervent aspiration was proper,

saw that the desired result would be attained

because of the power of his field of merit.

He therefore accepted, with compassion, the proffered dirt.

And so, that seed of merit that was to ripen into Asoka’s kingship was planted.
(Divy 366.5-23)

There are some notable features of this story that tell us a lot about Buddhist
notions of hospitality. First, the intention of the giver is important. ASoka, in
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his former incarnation as Jaya, sets the intention to give some barley meal as
an offering, even though he has none to give and, instead, offers the Buddha a
handful of dirt. Dirt is not food, and as such the gift has very little utility. Yet
Jaya had a good “disposition” (bhava), in large part, no doubt, because he is
blessed with faith.

Faith is like the price of admission into the system of Buddhist morality—not
faith i# Buddhist morality per se, but the faith that admits and empowers one
as a Buddhist. Faith is the seed money that allows one to invest in a Buddhist
future. It allows one to buy in, creating the possibility for “spiritual growth.”
To use the analogy of a card game, faith is like the chips one receives to ante
up for a first hand. While one can perform good or bad deeds without faith,
one does so not as a Buddhist, and the rewards are limited. To be a Buddhist,
faith is a requisite. And once one has faith, one can participate in the Buddhist
moral economy, readily accruing moral value through good deeds.

The value of the deed that Jaya has performed is apparent by the success of
his “fervent aspiration” (pranidhana), which the Buddha affirms was “right”
or “proper” (samyak). The accrued merit from the offering is both “root” and
“capital,” the basis for future good deeds and attainments, and the purchase-
power for current ones. Roots of virtue, Luis Gomez observes, “are like roots
(mitla) because, once performed, they remain as the basis for future virtue,
and, if properly cultivated, grow, mature, and bear fruit.”* In this case, as
our narrator the Buddha explains, Jaya’s offering functioned as a “root” that
helped him develop into a world-conquering monarch. (Actually, the text calls
it a “seed of merit,” combining two different agricultural metaphors, that of
“roots” and “seeds.”) Yet the term mizla also refers to one’s capital or financial
principal. To use a certainly false cognate, mila here really is the moola, Jaya’s
bank of virtue that allows him to “cash in” for a fervent aspiration.

Second, the recipient of one’s offering is important. Jaya gives and, as a
result, receives, yet the rate of return is exceptionally good—universal monarch
for handful of dirt—because the recipient of his offering is the Buddha, who is
an excellent “field of merit” (punyaksetra) in which to plant merit-seeds.

Third, the value of the object that is given is important, though one might
not know it from this story. Nevertheless, “The Mahayana Satra On the Topic
of Giving” simply lists 37 gifts and their results, with no mention made of the
proper intention or recipient. For example,

[10.] He gives a gift of food that results in his being free from the cravings of hunger.
[11.] He gives a gift of drink that results in his being free from thirst everywhere in
all his lives [yet to come]. (Divy 482.13-16)

Buddhist materials often minimize the value of one or more of these variables
as a way of emphasizing the worth of the other (or others). In the “Story of
Candraprabha,” for example, an evil brahman asks King Candraprabha for
his head, so the king decapitates himself and offers his severed head to the
brahman. The value of the offering is negligible. The brahman, after receiving
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the king’s head, simply tosses it aside, unsure of what to do with it.* The field of
merit constituted by the recipient is also negligible. It’s a barren field for sowing
seeds of virtue. What is emphasized, however, is the power and propriety of
the king’s intention. Good donors have good dispositions in general, and good
intentions when they make offerings.

The importance of good intentions, as opposed to offerings with great
use-value, is shown quite graphically in an episode from “The Story of a
Woman Dependent on a City for Alms.” In the story, a leprous beggar woman
wandering for alms happens to see the venerable Mahikasyapa, who “instills
faith through his body and through his mind” (Divy 82.13-14), and decides
to make him an offering.

Then the venerable Mahakasyapa, understanding her thoughts with his mind, held
out his begging bowl. “If you have anything to spare, my sister, please put it in my
bowl.”

Cultivating faith in her mind, she poured [some rice-water] into his bowl. Then a
fly fell in. She began to take it out when one of her fingers fell off into the rice-water.
She reflected, “Although the noble one, out of respect for my feelings, hasn’t thrown
[this rice-water] away, he won’t partake of it.”

Then the venerable Mahakasyapa, understanding her thoughts with his mind,
right before her eyes, sat down against the base of a wall and began to eat.

She reflected, “Although the noble one, out of respect for my feelings, has par-
taken of this, he won’t think of this food as a proper meal.”

Then the venerable Mahakasyapa, understanding her thoughts, said this to that
woman who was dependent on the city for alms: “Sister, I am happy! I can pass the
whole day and night on the food [that you have given me].”

She became very excited. “The Noble Mahakasyapa has accepted alms from
me!” Then, while cultivating faith in her mind for the venerable Mahakasyapa, she
died and was reborn among the gods in the heaven known as Tusita (“Contented”).
(Divy 82.13-14)

If the leprous beggar woman’s offering of rice-water (with finger) were to be
judged by its use-value, even though Mahakasyapa managed to make a meal of
it, she no doubt would have earned very little merit. With the enumeration of
offerings and their rewards in the previously mentioned “The Mahayana Sutra
On the Topic of Giving” as a benchmark, an offering of some rice-water wouldn’t
merit rebirth among the Tusita gods. While the woman may have been just one
small offering away from attaining the karmic threshold that would allow
her such an auspicious rebirth, the emphasis here is on how faith can elevate
even a mundane offering into something, karmically speaking, very valuable.

Guests offer the devotee an amazing opportunity. While Mahakasyapa
received a meal, the leprous beggar woman secured herself a place in heaven.
The donor, as such, is the biggest beneficiary. Mahiakasyapa gave her the gift of
being able to give to him. Giving, as such, is its own reward, especially if one
gives out of faith and (or) gives to a worthy recipient.
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To whom, then, should one make offerings? Everyone, for one never really
knows what kind of person one stands before, whether the beggar in your
presence is a thief or a saint or a god. For example, later in “The Story of a
Woman Dependent on a City for Alms,” Sakra, the lord of the Trayastrimsa
gods, hears that the leprous beggar woman, as a result of her offering, has been
reborn in the Tusita heaven, one heaven above his, and he gets jealous. He tries
to entice Mahikasyapa, whom he knows likes to give the gift of receiving alms
from the poor, to accept his offering as well so that he too can achieve a large
reward of merit. Sakra, we are told, “magically created a dilapidated, broken-
down house in which crows lurked, on a road where poor people lived. Then
he magically transformed himself into a weaver dressed in hempen rags and
wearing a rumpled turban, with cracked hands and feet” (Divy 83). Even gods
can be beggars and vice versa.

This past week, in one of my classes, [ was screening a film on hijras, mem-
bers of a “third gender” on the subcontinent, whose repertoire of behaviors
blurs the distinctions between man and woman, Hindu and Muslim. Though
they are social outcastes in many ways, shopkeepers routinely offer them alms,
in part because hijras are thought to have the power to bless and curse, but
for other reasons as well. In response to the question of why he gives alms to
hijras, one shopkeeper in the film, explains, “You never know what external
form souls will take when they appear before you.” A hijra might be a god, too.

For a person of faith, the chance to make an offering to a guest is a tremend-
ous opportunity to earn merit and plant new roots of virtue. And so, one must
treat “the atithi, the guest, as a god,” offering him whatever one can: the very
last morsel of food in one’s possession, as the Buddha advises; some rice-water,
if that’s all one has; or a handful of dirt with the hope that it will suffice—by
dint of a good disposition, faith, and some wishful thinking—as a handful of
barley meal. Hospitality is a very effective way to progress on the spiritual path.

Hospitality of this kind, it should be noted, continues to be an important
concern and practice for both Buddhists and Indians. Recently, the Government
of India’s Ministry of Tourism has taken up the saying atithi devo bhavah and
introduced the Atithi Devo Bhavah Program. According to their website—
atithidevobhavah.com—¢The concept [guest as god] is deep-routed in modern
progressive India. Even [the] Government of India believes in the concept.”
Considering the enormous numbers of migrants that attempt to flee persecution
and inequity each year, I can only hope that more countries come to believe in
the concept as well, greeting and welcoming those “on the move,” even those
dressed as beggars who arrive at inopportune times. That would truly make
the world a better place.
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