Changing poison into medicine – Buddhist text presented by Suzanne Rees Glanister

I want to reflect for a few minutes, first of all on the lack of hospitality in a story in the tradition to which I belong – that of Nichiren Shonin, the 13th century monk who founded the form of Buddhism I follow.

Nichiren had a habit of challenging the government of the day, and was exiled a number of times. At one stage, in 1271, he was exiled to Sado Island, an inhospitable place in the Japanese Sea. In his writing Aspiration  for the Buddha Land he described his feelings on arriving there.

It is now the last ten-day period of the eleventh month. While I was living in Kamakura in Sagami province, I thought that the changing of the four seasons was the same in all provinces, but in the two months that have passed since I arrived in this northern province of Sado, the icy winds have been blowing without pause, and although there are times when the frost and snow stop falling, one never sees the sun-light. I feel the eight cold hells in my present body. The hearts of the people here are like those of birds and beasts; they recognize neither sovereign, teacher nor parent. Even less do they distinguish between truth and error in Buddhism, or between good and evil teachers. But I will say no more of this.

Here Nichiren is bringing together his experience of the harshness and coldness of both the land and the people – he is clearly feeling no sense of warmth from anyone, and indeed he was living in a freezing and dilapidated hut in the middle of a cemetery. In another letter, to Ichinosawa Nyudo, he adds  ‘The inhabitants of the island are a wild and barbarous lot, with no understanding of the law of cause and effect. Needless to say they treated me very roughly.’
 
Nichiren writes a number of times about his poor treatment; in the same letter he says:

The headman and his men…treated me with greater malice than if I had been a lifelong enemy of their parents or a foe from some previous existence.

But things were about to change when the lay priest in charge of his lodgings, and his wife and servants ‘privately came to look on me with pity, perhaps because of some bond formed between us in a previous existence.’
 Nichiren’s experience of his exile changed as the master of the house in private treated him with compassion, the inhospitality of the island and its rulers being transformed by the kindness of this Nembutsu lay priest and his family.
Though outwardly he appeared to be fearful of the authorities, at heart he had great pity for us, something that I will never forget in any future lifetime. At that time he meant more to me than the very parents who gave me birth. However great the obligations I incurred with respect to him, I must endeavour to somehow repay them.

In some ways nothing had changed for Nichiren – he was still in exile, still living under harsh conditions though the lay priest and his family took him into their house, where he lived for nearly two years. The important thing here is that his life had been transformed by this act of hospitality, the sharing of shelter, warmth and food had helped him, in the words of his own teaching, change poison into medicine. The doctrine of the oneness of the person and his or her environment had been demonstrated by the hospitality of this Pure Land lay priest in a remote and inhospitable part of Japan.

The Revelation to John 3:20 (NRSV) – Christian text presented by Thomas Bonneville
Listen! 

I am standing at the door, knocking; 

if you hear my voice and open the door, 

I will come in to you and eat with you, and you with me.  

Hindu text presented by Ganesh Lall
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This is a Sanskrit text, part of a verse from the Upanishads, which may be translated as

“You must treat your guest like a god.”

This is one of the five great duties of Hinduism.

It expresses itself

(a)

personally

(b)

ritually

(c)

nationally
Genesis 18:1-8 (NRSV) – a Jewish translation of this text was presented by Philip Ginsbury
1 The Lord appeared to Abraham by the oaks of Mamre, as he sat at the entrance of his tent in the heat of the day. 2 He looked up and saw three men standing near him. When he saw them, he ran from the tent entrance to meet them, and bowed down to the ground. 3 He said, "My lord, if I find favour with you, do not pass by your servant. 4 Let a little water be brought, and wash your feet, and rest yourselves under the tree. 5 Let me bring a little bread, that you may refresh yourselves, and after that you may pass on—since you have come to your servant." So they said, "Do as you have said." 6 And Abraham hastened into the tent to Sarah, and said, "Make ready quickly three measures of choice flour, knead it, and make cakes." 7 Abraham ran to the herd, and took a calf, tender and good, and gave it to the servant, who hastened to prepare it. 8 Then he took curds and milk and the calf that he had prepared, and set it before them; and he stood by them under the tree while they ate.
Traditions of the holy Prophet and Imam Ali (peace be upon them) regarding hospitality

Muslim texts presented by Ebrahim Rashid

Holy Prophet (pbuhf) said, 'He who has faith in Allah and the Last Day must honour his guest.'

Holy Prophet (pbuhf) said, 'The guest arrives bringing his own sustenance and leaves taking away the sins of his hosts.'

Holy Prophet (pbuhf) said. 'Hospitality towards a guest is incumbent for the first day, the second day and the third day. After that, anything you give him is considered as charity towards him on your behalf.'

Holy Prophet (pbuhf) said, 'It is an abominable act to accept the invitation of someone whose banquet is only attended by the rich and not the poor.

Imam Ali (pbuh) said, 'He who has been granted wealth by Allah must use it to maintain relations with his kin and to entertain guests.'

The Prophet (pbuhf): Any house which is not visited by guests is not visited by angels either.

“Pbuhf” means peace and blessings of Allah be upon him and his family.

“Pbuh” means peace and blessings of Allah be upon him.
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