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Abstract

Sisyphus, a character in Greek mythology, symbolizes the power of perseverance, an aspect
of human beings that is to be chronicled and revered. The word “Sisyphean task,” as it
became renowned for, represents the struggle to perform a labor that seems to be unattainable
and never-ending. We can find countless examples in the real world, past and present, of
people who epitomized this attribute. The Buddha himself also embodied the power of
perseverance as he struggled through seemingly endless obstacles on the way to achieve

enlightenment.

Visakhabucha Day serves as a reminder to all of us of the Buddha’s own perseverance
in his attainment of enlightenment. The “Sisyphean task™ requires effort physically, but the
most important part of all comes from our mental state. If we can overcome our mind, then no
obstacle, no matter how difficult, can be conquered. Practicing dharma can assist us in
controlling our mind and leads us on the way to achieve peacefulness.
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Introduction

In the complex and fast-changing world that we are living in today, many actions that
we undertake require a tremendous amount of efforts and faith. Not only are we bound by the
circumstances that we choose based on our own wills, but we are also constantly being
confined by many factors beyond our control that constrained us. Destiny also played a part in
giving us opportunities to choose what we want to undertake to fulfill our objective in life. It
can be said that though we human are born equal, the chances and tasks that come our ways
are vastly different for each of us. For some of us, the most important mission in our lives is
to perform a task that seems impossible to achieve and endless, but is somehow self-fulfilling
and gratifying to our mind and spirit.

It is also a common dilemma for human to want to achieve greatness and dream of the
good things in life without really working for it. In the book entitled “The Power of
Perseverance’, there is a passage mentioning that whatever we want in life cannot be achieved
by just dreaming about it or begging the higher being for it." There is no shortcut, magic spell,
or any other way to attain our objective other than putting effort into it. Even the Buddha
taught that success can only be reached through our own perseverance (viriyenadhu-
kkhamaccheti). The Buddha himself also experienced the process of perseverance on the way
to achieve enlightenment. The path to accomplish our objectives is not paved with smooth
surface, but is filled with rough patches and bumps. Those who reach the top are the ones who
persevere through hardships, difficulties, and uncontrollable factors, while never giving up or
look back. They are also the ones who refuse to be confined by their destinies or whatever
limitations they have to encounter.

We can select many examples of individuals who spend their lives performing a task
that appears to others to be futile and pointless. These individuals are viewed by some as
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heroes or by others as fools or egotistic maniacs. Whatever the opinions of the masses may
be, the deeds performed by these individuals will be long remembered by many. The
achievements set by them have proved to be inspirations to normal people who are tired of
day-to-day grinds without much hope of ever fulfilling their dreams. It is said that what set
some of us apart from another is mostly in the mind. Motivation comes from deep inside of
us, and the best sources of motivation can be provided by a mythological figure. One of the
best cases that exemplify this point is the case of Sisyphus, who originated in Greek
mythology. My attempt in this paper is made to demythologize the mythology of Sisyphean
task through different examples of real stories in this present day world to inculcate the true
meaning of the Buddhist doctrine of ‘Perseverance’ (viriya). My approach in this paper is
dialogical hermeneutics, which is a science and art of understanding our own life.

The Myth of Sisyphus - The Origins of the Sisyphean Task: Sisyphus was a king in Greek
mythology that symbolizes the meaning of enduring never-ending and unrelenting labor. As a
king, Sisyphus was known for his cunning and deceitfulness, in his quest for maintaining his
dominance in commerce. He was also known for his betrayal of his own kin and even the
mighty Zeus, the king of all Greek gods. By betraying Zeus’s secrets and thinking that he
could be in the same rank as the gods, Sisyphus was punished by Zeus and sent to the
underworld. But being very clever, he fooled and chained Hades, the ruler of the underworld.
Eventually, another god intervened and Sisyphus was imprisoned in hell.

In another example of his cunningness, Sisyphus devised a way to get out of hell and
go back to the upper world. By luring his wife into putting his unburied body on public
display instead of burying his body as a wife should do for a husband, he asked and was given
the god’s permission to go up from hell and scold his wife for her mistreatment. Once out in
the upper world, Sisyphus basks in the happiness of the earth and refused to go back to serve
his time in hell. An intervention by the god, Mercury, was necessary to forcibly bring
Sisyphus back to hell, where as a punishment for fooling the gods, Sisyphus was condemned
to push a giant rock up a hill, only nearing the top of the hill, to watch the rock roll back down
to the bottom again. This task would be repeated by Sisyphus over and over again for eternity.

As a representation of the eternal labor of rolling rock uphill, the word “Sisyphean
task” or “Sisyphean challenge” was created. The word depicts a task undertaken that seems to
make no sense to others and seems to go on and on without ends. Many interpretations of the
word have been made over the years by different scholars and philosophers. From comparing
this constant and never-ending task to the ongoing rise and fall of the sun and of the waves in
the sea to the representation of man’s vain attempt in the pursuit of knowledge, “Sisyphean
task™ is constantly being mentioned in the modern world.

The Sisyphean task and the Power of Perseverance of the Buddha: Setting aside the
reasons behind Sisyphus’s punishment in rolling up giant rock up the hill eternally, one aspect
of “Sisyphus task” that needs to be examined is that it comes to represent the power of
perseverance. The task that Sisyphus undertakes everyday and for eternity not only requires
physical effort, but enduring mental strength is also needed. It can be said that Sisyphus
performed his task knowing full well that there was little or no chance of success. Yet, he
endured the physical hardship by having a positive outlook and inner willpower. The French
absurdist, Albert Camus, said that “one must imagine Sisyphus happy” as “the struggle itself
towards the heights is enough to fill a man’s heart". For it is a most common trait of man to
feel disheartened when having to push himself to perform a task that deems futile and
hopeless. It is the inner gratification that drove Sisyphus to repeatedly do the same things over
and over again. Camus also said that “At each of those moments when he leaves the heights
and gradually sinks toward the lairs of the gods, he is superior to his fate. He is stronger than



his rock.” Based on his theory of absurdum, Camus aimed to show a dualism or paradox that
exists in the human psyche. For example, we greatly value life and existence, yet we know
full well that eventually we will die and all our undertakings will be meaningless. Then how
can we go on and value life that has no meaning? Though Sisyphus’s labor was deemed to be
excruciating and pointless, Sisyphus still persisted to continue. Sisyphus strongly believes that
he could win over whatever his fate belies him. He fully committed himself to his inner
beliefs and it was this full commitment which provided him with motivation and made him
able to push up the rock or whatever lied in his way.

What do we mean when we say that Sisyphus represents the power of perseverance?
Power can be described as a force that cannot be seen by the naked eyes, but that which can
be felt spiritually and radiates potent energy. The power of this energy can be a driving force
for a person to perform things that he or she could not normally do. The mental energy
translates into physical energy which can help a person perform great feats. Perseverance is an
ongoing action performed physically, but is driven by the willpower of individual. It can help
drive a person to overcome all obstacles in the way. It requires patience and the faiths and
beliefs in one-self. In the book, the Power of Perseverance (exumweannuiiios), perseverance is

described as one aspect of the mind and of being neutral in respect to the objective that the
person is trying to achieve. If a person perseveres to do good deeds, this will lead to happiness
and success in life. However, if a person perseveres to do bad deeds, this will lead to
unhappiness and troubles in life.

The power of perseverance can be illustrated in the context of the Buddha’s path
toward enlightenment. During his long period of deep meditation to achieve enlightenment,
Prince Siddhartha’s mind was free of all distractions, whether the distractions came from
outside forces or from within his mind. Although the perseverance by Siddhartha to be
enlightened did not require physical energy like Sisyphus, it necessitated unrelenting
willpower that Sisyphus also possessed. Another aspect that is related to Sisyphus is that both
Siddhartha and Sisyphus undertook tasks that were almost deemed to be almost unattainable
and endless. Siddhartha did not know from the onset of his meditation that his mission would
be met with success. It was his strong, inner beliefs and fate that kept him from giving up
throughout his ordeal. Perseverance of the Buddha can also be interpreted in terms of
performing tasks without expectation. As Siddhartha meditated, wisdom filled his mind. He
realized that expectation cannot lead to true happiness and peace, for when we do not find
what we are searching for we are miserable, and even when we do find the pleasure we seek it
soon fades and we have to look for something else. Therefore, just like Sisyphus, he came to a
conclusion that it is essential that we live in the present moment and concentrate on
performing our tasks, though sometimes can be repetitive, to our fullest extent.

The Real world Examples through the Sisyphean Task and the Buddha’s Perseverance

In the real world, there are many special individuals who emphasize the “Sisyphean task and
the Buddha’s Perseverance”, which can be interpreted in many ways, from the struggle to
help save the environment to the fight for democracy. For some, it is a labor of love. For
other, it is a self-induced responsibility for him and for the greater whole. But one thing is
common to all practitioners of these principles is that the task before them are seemingly
endless, repetitive, and very difficult to succeed. Some has spent literally their whole lives
dedicating to their causes. Tremendous sacrifices had to be made in their personal and family
lives. For many, this task means they had to be away from their homelands, friends, and ones
they loved. These individuals possess the capacities and inner spirit to undertake and succeed
in these special tasks. These individuals are scattered all over the world and have existed in
many periods of time. The results of their undertakings not only benefited the doers
themselves, but also have affected many people and many generations. With this in mind, it is



extremely gratifying to analyze the origin and to understand the motives behind the actions of
these specials individuals.

The Labor for the Environment: A real life story emerges in Thailand in 2008 about a man
who dedicates his life to planting one tree per day for 20 years to help save the environment.
Lt. Vichai Suriyuth became famous overnight from the TV commercial for “Ranger,” an
energy drink company. Using spare time from his work as a policeman, Vichai planted trees
in empty spaces along roads, public areas, etc., without being asked or instructed by any
company or anyone. He did not receive any compensation for his labor. Most of the noises he
heard while he was doing his endeavor were from the laughter of kids and local villagers who
thought he was crazy.

Situated in Prang, Srisaket, Vichai was 58 years old at the time when ‘“Ranger”
featured in commercial that touched many hearts of people all around Thailand. Two million
trees were the result of over 20 years of perseverance and dedication to the cause that
transformed his Amphur, Prang, from one of the driest area in the country, to one that is green
and luscious.” The type of tree Vichai planted were mostly palm trees, because palm trees
could endure dryness better than other tree types. He used seeds instead of other tree parts to
ensure vast distribution. He would start planting trees just before the rainy season began and
also during the rainy season in areas that has a lot of open air and moist. On May 1 of every
year, he would start his labor in respect to the importance of Labor Day. He estimated that he
planted approximately 100 seeds per day.

Vichai became famous overnight from the TV commercial that highlighted his tireless
and selfless sacrifice. Medias wanted to interview him. Government organizations presented
him with rewards and prestigious recognition. When the commercial first aired, many people
thought that he was a fake, someone who was not real but created just to cause media
sensation. But Vichai proved them all wrong, by still planting trees every day till now. He still
uses his trusted motorcycle to go around any area he thought would be primed for growing
trees. Before and after his regular hours as policemen, he goes out, without fail, to do what he
loves.

Instead of letting fame get into his head, Vichai is still a humble person who still live
the same life as before. He has been approached by political party to help promote its cause
and ideology, but Vichai steadfastly refuses to get involve. His motive for his work is that
whatever benefit he receives from his work also benefits his country. He feels that if others
take inspiration from him, they would also feel as satisfy about themselves as Vichai feels
about himself. If the whole country gets involved, Thailand will progress. The unity of people
into this one common cause will create power for all people.

The Fight for the Animals: Jane Goodall is the symbol of the continuing and seemingly
endless fight for the cause of man’s closest counterpart, chimpanzees. Opposed by the
primatologist establishment for her unique methods in studying chimpanzees, Jane has to
continually fight to use her own methods. Her love and understanding of the chimpanzees
goes beyond any normal boundary. Jane strongly feels that human and chimpanzee are related
in more ways than just sharing similar genes. The range of feelings and emotions displayed by
chimpanzees are similar to human, as the need for family and social relationships. Her work
demonstrated there is no clear line separating human and apes in terms of rationale and
behavior. She totally commits her life to the study of the way that chimpanzees live by living
among them in Tanzania. During her stay, she not only learned their most common behaviors,
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but also discovered what man had wrongly conceived over the years that only man can
construct and use tools, and that chimpanzees are vegetarians. What she found was that
chimpanzees also had the same capabilities and that chimpanzees do eat flesh. Furthermore,
Jane dispelled the long-common beliefs that chimpanzees were only peaceful in nature, by
seeing through her own eyes how chimpanzees had an aggressive nature and could kill fellow
chimpanzees and other animals. This finding showed that human and chimpanzees share a
darker side of emotion.

Jane became attached to chimpanzees at an early age when her mother gave her a toy
chimpanzee. Her mother was her biggest supporter in the fight for the study of chimpanzees,
and even accompanied Jane to live in Tanzania when Jane was just starting her work as a
chimpanzee researcher. Though she was not trained as a primatologist, Jane somehow was
able to find her way into working with the famous archeologist, Louis Leakey. Through sheer
dedication, she was able to impress Leakey and was assigned to oversee the project on
chimpanzees at the Gombe National Reserve in Tanzania. Up until now, it has been 38 years
that Jane has been doing research in Gombe. When Jane first arrived in Gombe, she was
prepared to go into the jungle on her own, in order to explore the natural habitat of the
chimpanzees. In 1960, it was very dangerous for a young woman of Jane’s age to go into the
jungle alone, but Jane did not let this obstacle deterred her from her work. What did got Jane
discouraged and depressed was that the chimps would not let her get within 50 yards of them.
Before this project, Jane has never done research with animals and Jane could not get any
cooperation from her subject. Jane eventually grew very close to the chimps at Gombe. They
would soon allow her to follow them, as they led the way. They greet her as they do each
other, with a touch or a kiss. Her sense of patience and trust won them over. More obstacles
were about the greet Jane and her mother, who accompanied her. They both were inflicted
with malaria. For weeks, they lie in bed with fever and had little energy. It would be a long
period before Jane could recover from the illness.

What Jane Goodall shows us is that you need not only accept the prior scientific
findings that might not be totally accurate. She showed courage and determination in defying
the rules and opened our eyes into what are the real facts about our closest animal friend. Her
method of giving chimpanzees names, instead of using numbers, was not readily accepted by
her peers. Jane was also criticized by her colleagues and classmates by using descriptive,
narrative writing in her observations and calculations. She also demonstrated by showing
persistence in getting a Ph.D. in ethology from Cambridge University in 1965. Jane is one of
only eight persons in the world who got her Ph.D., without having ever gotten a bachelor
degree before. He mentor, Louis Leakey, suggested that Jane get her doctorate degree in order
to be more accepted by the media, which Jane needed as a source to help publicize her work.
Jane reluctantly agreed to shed time from her work in Tanzania to obtain the degree.

Today, Jane is still very much involved in her work to study and help save
chimpanzees. She continues to promote conservation. Jane created the Chimpanzee Guardian
Project and has set up several halfway homes for injured or orphaned chimps found in the
wild. She advocates the ethical treatment of Chimpanzees in research and zoos. She teaches
the humane way to study chimps in a lab setting. Jane created the Roots and Shoots program
for school children to learn about wild animals and conservation of the environment. The
number of chimpanzees in the wild has dropped since Jane first began her study at Gombe.
Therefore, Jane Goodall’s labor, whether by herself or by her followers, will continue for
many generations to come.

The Endless Fight for Democracy: Perhaps one of the most recognizable names and faces
around the world, Aun San Suu Kyi is a prime example of individual who tirelessly and
voluntarily work for the principle of democracy. Her labor has lasted for many years and is



still continuing today. Without any end in sight, she keeps on fighting for the noblest cause
that any country strives for, freedom. What she wishes for is very simple and the freedom she
is asking for is for freedom for herself and freedom for her people. Though Burma is basically
a very peaceful country with peaceful people, it is being ruled by a military regime that
oppresses the right and freedom of its people. The regime dictates the way that Burmese live
and express themselves.

Though she was born with political heritage with her father being the founder of the
modern Burmese army and taking part in the negotiation of Burma’s independence from the
United Kingdom and her mother being a former Burmese ambassador, Suu Kyi was never
forced to do task of leading her people against the military ruler. Her inspiration came from
her free will to see changes made to the injustice that has taken over her homeland. During a
visit back home to visit her ailing mother from England where she was living with her
husband, Suu Kyi became involved with a pro-democracy movement against the military
ruler of Burma. Sacrificing her personal life for the cause of her beloved homeland, Suu Kyi
would rarely have the chance to see her husband before he later died in 1999. Her husband
was denied entry to Burma to see her by the military, and he later became sick with cancer.
During her time leading her people in Burma, Suu Kyi had chances to travel back to England
to see her husband but decided against it fearing that once she left Burma, she would not have
a chance to come back. Besides losing precious time with her husband, she was also kept
apart from her 2 children, who still live in the United Kingdom.

The responsibility and care that Suu Kyi feels for her people goes beyond what any of
us could possible imagine. She strongly feel as if she is the mother of her country and as any
loving mother would do for her child, she would not leave her child to face any adversity
alone. She would always be there to protect and fight for her child, no matter how hard the
circumstance, no matter how long the difficulty might be drawn out. The military regime put
her under enormous pressure time and again to force her to leave Burma. But every time, she
shows the resolve and grace under pressure to withstand anything that was thrown at her.

Suu Kyi uses nonviolent mean to oppose the Burmese military regime, as she was
influenced by the late Mahatma Gandhi’s philosophy and also by the peaceful Buddhist
concepts. She cited the faith she has in Dharma to help her remain mentally stable. By
meditation, she would remain mindful of what she need to achieve, and not get caught up in
all the troubles she was facing. The only way out of the deadlock with the military, to her,
would be to negotiate and find a common ground. She would be repeatedly put under house
arrest for her nonconforming way against her opposition. Though she was falsely accused of
instigating rebellion, she never incited her followers to cause any uprising that would lead to
any form of violence. Over and over again, she would keep her composure and persevere
without being tired or disheartened. The latest incident against her in 2009 involved a
foreigner entering her compound while she was inside. It caused the military ruler to accuse
her of cooperating with the foreigner and resulted in her being placed under house arrest
again. In June 2010, Suu Kyi celebrated her 65 birthday, locked up in her home. International
condemnation of this house arrest has been made from all around the world.’

World leaders all offer their voices in demanding that the military ruler release her
from her confinement. President Barrack Obama and U.N. Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon
all lend their support for Suu Kyi. Throughout the past 20 years in Burma, she has been
detained 15 years. She is the only Noble Peace Laureate in the world that has been
imprisoned.*
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The Fight for Independence: Another well-known example of the “Sisyphean task and the
Buddha’s Perseverance” is the fight for the independence of Tibet by the Dalai Lama. In a
much similar way to Aung San Suu Kyi, the Dalai Lama advocates the use of nonviolent
means to counter the oppression from a much stronger and more powerful opposition, the
Chinese government. To most of the world, he is revered as one of the greatest champions of
mankind's precious right to live one's life according to one's own values and customs. To
Tibetans, he is an enlightened being who delays his own spiritual union with the supreme
spirit in order to serve humanity. In his fight for Tibet, he has lived in exile ever since 1959.°
For over four decades till now, he has traveled all over the world to ask for support of his
cause which is to stop the destruction of the Tibetan culture by China. He has compared this
atrocity to the Jewish Holocaust of WWII. Over 6,000 temples in Tibet have been damaged
and over 1 million Tibetans have died.’

The struggle to free Tibet has been very painful to the Dalai Lama. The pain started
since he was taken from his family when he was only 2 years old to train in the Buddhist
principles and diplomacy. Then at 15, he was elevated to head Tibet in its fight with China.
Later on, he was forced to leave his homeland. During his time away, his mother and brother
passed away. But the pain that was hardest to bare was to see so many of his people lose their
lives in the fight for freedom. In addition, over 40 years of his quest for the independence of
Tibet has yet still to bear fruit.

Yet, despite the hardship that he has to face for so many years, the Dalai Lama has
kept up his determination, his positive thinking, his joy for life and his peaceful thinking. No
matter how difficult the circumstance, people from all over the world will rarely see him
reacted in an angry manner. What you see is the perpetual smile and kindness toward his
audience. When asked what his religion is, he replied that compassion is his religion. He
preaches that if a person wants to achieve happiness, he must be compassionate. If a person
wants others to be happy, he must also be compassionate toward them. He also advocated that
our enemy is the best teacher for us in teaching us to learn how to persevere.

Another principle that the Dalai Lama has support is to compromise and to have
common grounds. His latest compromising approach is to give up the fight for Tibet’s
independence and to support a “Middle Way Approach,” which advocates abandoning the
fight for independence in exchange for China giving Tibet cultural autonomy. This
controversial stance has divided the international Tibetan community. Many younger Tibetans
take a more militant approach and are not willing to compromise in their fight for
independence. So far, this approach by the Dalai Lama is yet to be accepted by China. Now,
at the age of 73 and troubled by ill health, the struggle for the cause of Tibet is fast
approaching 50 years. But still, the Dalai Lama is refusing to give up the pursuit for what he
believes is his responsibility as long as he lives.’

The fight for the poor: Being poor is a state of living that is experienced by millions
around the world and one man’s fight to help the poor to live a better life is a noble task, an
endeavor that characterizes Muhammad Yunus. Yunus is a Bangladeshi banker and an
economist who dedicates his life for the poor. The state of being poor is unimaginable and
very difficult to understand by most of us. But for those who are living in this state, it is like a
form of bad cycle that never ends. The labor that Yunus undertakes is extremely challenging
and seemingly without any real solution, as poverty and inequality in wealth have existed for
as long as we could remember. To Yunus, poverty is the most important factor in creating
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conflicts among people in this world. The world cannot be peaceful, and people cannot be
united unless poverty is eradicated. Though it is a far-fetched vision, Yunus managed to
translate visions into practical action for the benefit of millions of people, not only in
Bangladesh, but also in many other countries.

His main weapon against poverty is to give out loans to the poor. Loans to poor
people without any financial security had appeared to be an impossible idea. While he was a
professor in economics, Yunus started to realize that the ongoing project to help the poor
rarely have an effect on the poorest people. He then decided to investigate the truth behind the
failure of this project and found out that commercial banks were not very keen to lend to the
very poor. The only solution was to do the lending by himself. Therefore, Yunus started his
own bank called Grameen Bank. The bank’s main borrowers were from the poorest rank
which had no land as collateral. By giving the poor a chance to have a better life without
wanting to reap benefits, Yunus discovered that the debts were fully repaid up to 98%, the
success rate that no commercial bank could boast of. Women were the borrowers who put the
loans into the most effective usage. Therefore, 95% of the loans were given to women.
Yunus’ project had to face many difficulties and oppositions. Yunus and his colleagues had to
endure everything from violent radical leftists to the conservative clergy who told women that
they would be denied a Muslim burial if they borrowed money from the Grameen Bank. But
with much perseverance, Yunus sticks to his ideal and was able to pass through the ordeal.

As times passed, the small borrowers learned how to save and have the capabilities to
obtain more loans to improve their houses, to buy lands, and expanded businesses. In
addition, these loans helped to develop the communities by being invested in new
technologies that helped to improve the agricultural and textile sectors. The loan project to the
poor that Yunus started in Bangladesh spread to other parts of the world and now totals over
170 places. Even in the U.S., Yunus helped started a trust to teach people in the communities
how to set up their own loan projects. Currently, Yunus is working with Results, an
international grass-root organization, to ask for help from the countries around the world.

Muhammad Yunus’s contribution to the world has earned him honors around the
world. In 2009, President Barrack Obama of the U.S. presented Yunus with a Presidential
Medal of Freedom and most honored of all, Yunus was given a Noble Peace Prize in 2006.*
He is credited with developing the concepts of microcredit and microfinance. Taking the issue
close to home, in 2009, Yunus opened a research institute in Thailand with the main purpose
of researching how to help solve the poverty problem in Southeast Asia. But perhaps the
honor dearest to Yunus’s heart is his labor for the love of the poor people. His far-reaching
vision of giving a chance to people who did not have a fair chance to better themselves in life
has made an inroad into many people’s consciousness. Though it is a labor that will never
ceases to end, Yunus felt an inner gratification for undertaking it. It also illustrates the
concept that the more you give out, the more you will receive back. The result of his work
will be felt for years to come, as small businesses now have a chance to be free from the
dominance of multi-national companies. Local communities now have a chance to choose to
develop their own businesses and meet the needs of the people.

The Spiritual Benefit of the Buddhi-Syphean Perseverance and Its Relevance to Vesak
Day for Intra-and-Inter Religious Dialogue

Perseverance is an integral part of our virtuousness. Although other human qualities such as
generosity, moral conduct, and patience are parts of being a virtuous man, without
perseverance, human beings are considered lazy. It is very easy to fall back and find excuses
for not persisting when difficult circumstances come our way. The ability to push through our
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negative thoughts of not wanting to practice dharma teachings is needed to overcome laziness.
Dharma is not useful by just knowing the concepts, but you need to practice it continuously
even in times when you feel tired and listless. By not practicing dharma, you will be caught in
negative thoughts about problems in your life, without accomplishing virtue and benefiting
others.

By having perseverance, we can increase our virtuous qualities without being
distracted or obscured. Our mind will be calm and peaceful, and not disturbed by our
emotions. We keep our mind in the present and don’t worry about the past and what will
come in the future. We learn to let go of our ego, even though we still converse with
ourselves. Because the self is the basis of our suffering, by not clinging to it can make your
mind free. Letting go of our ego requires wisdom and compassion. Because the process of
letting go of our ego requires time, we need to persevere in the path that we are in. During the
process of keeping your mind focused, you will sometimes be distracted by your mind getting
lazy and wanting to rest. However, you need to keep your resolve and not give in to your
temptation to be lazy. If you have perseverance you will achieve unsurpassable enlightenment
quickly.’

What is the real meaning of perseverance in spiritual context? It’s the feeling of inner
happiness knowing that you are undertaking a virtuous task. This feeling will come upon you
when we truly understand and absorb dharma teachings. You will feel motivated and joyful in
practicing dharma, because you know the cause of peace and the cause of suffering. Excuses
will not arise in your mind because you are not being forced into doing it. The Compendium
of Abhidharma says that perseverance is the antidote to laziness, delighting in virtue."
Because laziness is an obstacle to enlightenment, it is necessary to have perseverance to
counter the feeling of laziness.

The Vesak Day and Buddhi-Syphean Perseverance: The word “Sisyphean task™ can be
illustrated in terms of the perseverance by the Buddha during his plight for enlightenment.
Pertaining to the “Visakhabucha Day,” a day which The Buddha was born, enlightened and
died, the perseverance of the Buddha relates to the hardships that the Buddha had to undergo
to discover the truth about life. As Prince Siddhartha at the age of 29, he witnessed that the
cycle of old age, suffering, and death affected everyone and no one was immune to it. People
who did not understand this truth were ignorant of this cycle of life. These people were caught
in an illusion that as they were still young and still had time on their side before they could
get old. They also thought that there was no illness and that illness could not happen to them.
Finally, they thought that life was long-lasting and continued to live day-to-day without
thinking of what was to come. So, Siddhartha decided to leave all his worldly belongings and
comfort behind to search for the real meaning of life.

During Siddhartha’s path to enlightenment, he took the path of physical perseverance
and tried to persevere by not eating. It is the process of torturing the body by not feeding it.
This caused his body to be thin down to the skin and bones. Siddhartha used the method that
other religious practitioners before him had practiced and was considered the most testing
regimen at that time. However, after Siddhartha undertook the practice of starving his body up
to the maximum limit, he discovered that he still could not achieve enlightenment. This
method of starvation was too extreme and did not bring peacefulness to the mind. Physical
perseverance was not the answer to why the cycle of life existed and how we could be free
from it. Therefore, he decided to abandon this practice and went back to eating food normally.

? www.aboutbuddha.org/english/life-of-buddha-4.htm/. (17 September 2010).
' http://medicinebuddhasangha.org/teachings/perseverance.html. (17 September 2010).



After Siddhartha started eating again till his body recovered from the starvation
ordeal, he undertook the process of mental perseverance. For six years, he meditated until he
realized that he was nearing the attaining of full enlightenment. He then walked to a tree that
would later become known as the Bodhi Tree and seated himself under the tree, vowing not to
rise from meditation until he had achieved enlightenment. This proved to be the ultimate form
of mental perseverance for that no matter how long or how difficult the road to enlightenment
would be, Siddhartha was not swaying from his path. With this determination he entered the
space-like concentration on the Dharmakaya."'

As Siddhartha sat meditating, Devaputra, the chief of all demons, tried to distract his
concentration by conjuring up terrifying images of demons. Some images were of demons
throwing weapons, rocks and mountains at him and some were of demons trying to burn him
with fire. But with absolute, unwavering concentration, the weapons and rocks appeared to
him as a rain of fragrant flowers and the fire turned into rainbow lights. After seeing that
Siddhartha could not be frightened or distracted in his meditation, Devaputra tried to use
images of beautiful women to lure Siddhartha out of his concentration. Instead of being
tempted, Siddhartha went into even deeper concentration until he conquered all demons of
this world. After passing through the test against the demons, he mediated until dawn and
finally achieved full enlightenment.

The attainment of enlightenment is considered the second important happening on
Visakhabucha Day. It was comparable to the second birth of Siddhartha, for the first birth was
to be born as human, but enlightenment was like being reborn. It was a birth that was
complete and free from all temptation, demons, sufferings, or even happiness. Siddhartha
persevered to achieve this state on his own will without being ordered from anyone or willed
on by any divine being. He did it as a normal human being who persisted in his quest to be
free from all sufferings.

The Buddhi-Syphean Perseverance and Its Application for Intra-and-inter Religious
Dialogue:

Perhaps one of the most difficult tasks facing anyone is the task of trying to bridge the
faiths and beliefs of different people from different background. These faiths and beliefs run
deep in our minds and have been from many generations before us and will be for generations
after.

The different ways and beliefs of religions around the world have led to many
conflicts and wars over the years. What one views as sacred may not be viewed in the same
way by others. Even in Buddhism, there are variations in the interpretations of the Buddha’s
teaching. The two different branches of Buddhism, Mahayana and Theravada, have different
practices and important religious dates. Visakhabucha or Vesak Day, for example, is set for
the middle of June in Theravada Buddhist countries, such as Thailand, Burma, and other
Southeast Asian countries, while Mahayana Buddhist countries, such as China and Japan,
celebrated Vesak Day on April 8. Mahayana Buddhists believe that the Buddha was born,
enlightened, and achieved nirvana on different days. They believe that the Buddha was born
on April 8, attained enlightenment on December 8, and achieved nirvana on February 15. For
Mahayana Buddhists, Vesak Day is celebrated on April 8. On the other hand, Theravada
Buddhists believed that Vesak Day, which is around the middle of May, is the day that the
Buddha was born, enlightened, and achieved nirvana. The United Nations or U.N. has set
Vesak Day to be a lunar day in May and has recognized this day as an important religious day
worldwide. Although this date is based on the day of worship by Theravada Buddhists,
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Mahayana Buddhists have readily accepted this date as an international religious day,
although Mahayana Buddhists still celebrated Vesak Day on April 8."

No matter what date is set for celebrating Visakhabucha Day, what is agreed upon by
both Theravada and Mahayana Buddhists is that this day is an important day worldwide.
Because the U.N. acknowledged that Buddhism is one of the oldest religions in the world and
has shaped human spirituality for a long time, it therefore, recognized Vesak Day as an
International Day. Although Vesak Day is not a U.N.’s religious holiday, all offices of the
U.N. is required to hold celebration of this day for all Buddhists who are stationed there.

Raimon Panikkar’s example of the Buddhisyphean perserverance: Raimon Panikkar is
a Roman Catholic priest and a scholar who advocated inter-religious dialogue. He dedicates
his life and work to the near-impossible task of trying to building a bridge between different
religions and cultures. He is well-known for his inter-faith and inter-cultural dialogue. He
strongly believes that culture cannot be understood unless you have been living in that culture
and not until you are seeing the world from the perspective of that culture. What this means is
that you must learn to accept all cultures and that everyone is his or her own most complete
source of knowledge of oneself. He further advocates that nothing is permanent, no theory or
view is the absolute truth. All points of view depend on the context, time, and place.

Panikkar also has his own view on religions and cultures. His mother was a Catholic
Catalan and his father was a Hindu Indian. He grew up living a life of two different worlds for
many centuries. At one stage, he was living half a year in India, and teaching at a university in
California the other half of the year. He proclaims himself a Christian, a Hindu, a Buddhist,
and also an atheist, meaning that he accepts all faiths. In his own words, he mentions that "I
left (Europe) as a Christian; found myself a Hindu; and I return as a Buddhist, without having
ceased to be a Christian.”"” His experience of Christian-Hindu, Christian-Buddhist and
Christian-Secularist dialogue help form his method for interreligious dialogue and
intercultural encounter. For Panikkar, inter-faith dialogue help raise new human and religious
consciousness. To be able to do this, you don’t have to abandon your own faiths, but you just
have to deepen and extend it. He develops his rules for religious encounter, by emphasizing
that you should not try to defend your own religions and you should be open to the truth of
the other religions. He further points out that religions must not be limited by past teachings,
but must be able to adapt the teachings to the modern world. In regard to cultures, Panikkar
opposed the notion of one culture being superior to another culture, and that the view of one
culture can be used everywhere.

Panikkar also has his own view on science. Even though he received a doctorate
degree in science, Panikkar views that modern science is based on belief, hypothesis, and
principles that don’t relate to the experience of the local natives and cultures. Modern science,
to him, is not based on neutrality and is not truly global. It is mainly based on the use of
technology and wants man and the world to change and adapt to the rules of technology.
Panikkar learns from the forest, rock, mountain and river. He realizes that mother earth has its
own soul and that lives, souls and minds all are not coincidences but are parts of the reality of
this world.

Analysis and Conclusion

From the examples of everyday people to national leaders, the word “Sisyphean task”
has been used to symbolize the struggle to perform a labor that seems to be unattainable and
never-ending. The power of perseverance, as we terms it, is the force that is behind the
achievements of all these cases. Yet, what these cases have shown is that there is no limit to
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what human can overcome or undertake if he or she is willing to sacrifice and persevere in
order to follow dreams or missions in life. The refusal to get frustrated by the circumstances
and limitations imposed on them is what set them apart. Yet, we should realize that these
individuals are not some superheroes who have superpower, but they are normal human
beings just like the rest of us. It does not matter whether you are a man or a woman, rich or
poor, from whatever background, hope springs eternally for those of us who are inspired to
start a project and follow it to its end. To some, the inspiration comes from nothing but a
sense of inner gratification to help others without wanting anything in return. To others, the
motivational factor is the responsibility to help their own people to be free from religious or
political persecution. Some individuals performed their feats for the love of the fellow
animals on this earth, while some did their jobs to help protect the environment. Many share
the feeling to install a sense of justice to protect against inequality of all kinds.

The accomplishments that we have analyzed bring fame and recognition to some of
these deserving recipients. But for many, their labor of love did not bring any monetary
reward, or media coverage. But what these cases did bring is to raise awareness of the cause
for the greater good and to instill social-consciousness in all of us. The “Sisyphean task”
almost always requires sacrificing personal lives and even means exiling from home. These
undertakings require years to be accomplished and most tasks will not be finished in the
person’s own lifetime. Therefore, it is up to the next generation to carry on the work, all the
while realizing that there is no limitation to what we can achieve as long as you possess the
power of perseverance.

Visakhabucha Day reminds us of the Buddha’s own perseverance in his achievement
of enlightenment. Though the physical part of being human is important, it is the mental side
that is the dominant force. The true test of our body means that we must overcome our mind
first. For no matter how difficult a task the body is asked to perform, this task can be
accomplished if we have the right mental frame of mind. Practicing dharma can help us
control our mind and understand the true meaning of life. It keeps us motivated and prevents
us from falling into the mode of laziness. Perseverance of the mind is therefore an essential
part of practicing dharma and countering laziness. The path to enlightenment may seem
unattainable to most of us, but inner joy from being virtuous can surely be reached.
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