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What to Do When People Can’t Change All at Once

Once people get it and are on board, how much change are they capable of at this time? How can 

you support them and encourage them to keep moving toward a larger transformation?

The Lotus Sutra tells of a large group of people who wanted to travel five hundred leagues along a 

very dangerous road in order to reach a place where there were rare treasures to be had. The group 

found an experienced guide to lead them. Part of the way along, the group grew tired and said to 

the leader, “We are utterly exhausted and afraid as well. We can’t go any further. Since the road 

before us goes on and on, now we want to turn back.”[7] The guide knew the road well, and the 

nature of the rare treasures at the end of it, and thought it was shame for the group to give up now. 

Through magical skillful means, he conjured up a fantastic “castle-city,” visible not too much 

further along the road. He promised the group they could rest and find safety there, so everyone 

continued on their journey. The guide let people relax in the city for a little while before letting it 

dissolve, and then was able to tell them, truthfully, they didn’t have much further to go before they 

got to the treasure.

It’s just the nature of human beings that they get tired, scared, frustrated, and discouraged at times. 

This is also something we have to take into account if we want to benefit them. We may need to 

get them to focus on a short-term gain, or let them forget about how daunting the entire journey 

will be. No matter how noble or important their aspirations, people are going to need things along 

the way to sustain them. All little rest? Some praise? A celebration?

What to Do When People Respond by Attacking

Finally, it sometimes happens that people respond to your efforts to share your wisdom by 

attacking you. When this happens, can you see their aggression as arising from their own 

insecurities, and avoid taking it personally? Can you sustain your aspiration to help them anyway?

This can be awfully difficult.
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The Lotus Sutra offers us the ideal of bodhisattva “Never Disrespectful” to follow.[8] This

bodhisattva was a monk who didn’t focus on reading and reciting Buddhist teachings, but instead

made a practice of bowing to people. Whenever he saw anyone – man or woman, ordained or lay –

he ran up to them, made obeisance, and said, “I deeply respect you. I would never dare to be

disrespectful or arrogant toward you. Why? Because you are all practicing the bodhisattva way and

surely will become buddhas.”

Not surprisingly, not all people to whom the monk bowed reacted positively. Some grew angry and

cursed him for taking it upon himself to let them know he didn’t look down on them, and for

predicting their buddhahood, as if he was some high and mighty person. Nevertheless, bodhisattva

Never Disrespectful kept on with his practice, enduring abuse. When people tried to hit him with

sticks or throw stones at him, he’d run just out of their reach and yell back, “I would not dare to

disrespect you. Surely all of you are to become buddhas!” Much later, through his diligent practice,

bodhisattva Never Disrespectful attained supreme awakening and gained powers including joyful

and eloquent speech, and those who had reviled him came to believe in and follow him.

Given the roughness of political discourse in our day and age, it’s difficult to imagine someone

putting the practice of unconditional respect as their priority. And it’s not difficult to imagine such

a person being abused and reviled for it. Is this a practical aspiration? Maybe not, and to be fair,

while the Lotus Sutra gives us the ideal of bodhisattva Never Disrespectful, it doesn’t label his

actions as skillful means. Indeed, patting your opponents on the head and assuring them you don’t

disrespect them is likely to just piss them off. Still, could this be our inner attitude, even if we don’t

say it? Contrary to angering and alienating others, such an attitude is bound to mitigate ill-will.

Bodhisattva Never Disrespectful said he knew all the people he met were practicing the bodhisattva

way and would attain buddhahood. This reflects the fundamentally optimistic approach of

Mahayana Buddhism. No matter how awful someone is behaving, we believe there is some will

toward goodness and wisdom within them. Human beings act with selfishness and aggression

because of their ignorance. Selfishness and aggression lead to suffering for self and others. No one

likes to suffer, and we aren’t immune to the suffering of others, so eventually we’ll be so miserable,

we’ll look for another way, and move toward wisdom.

It may seem like a naïve view of the human character, but this isn’t so much about holding on to

some belief as it is trying out this view as we approach actual people. Is it skillful means? Does it

actually help? If so, it really doesn’t matter whether it’s true or “right” in some objective sense.
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