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A few years ago at Smith College there was a crisis, involving Hindu and Jewish students. The South Asian students put up posters with the swastika on it, announcing the Festival of Lights in the middle of November. Known as Divali, it is one of the holiest of Hindu observances. This offended the Jewish students who were observing Kristallnacht at the same time. Kristallnacht is a reminder of the reign of terror launched against the Jews in Germany and Austria on November 10, 1938. Mobs of people, incited by the Nazi government, destroyed 7,000 Jewish businesses, 267 synagogues, and sent thousands to concentration camps. This day of remembrance happened to coincide with the Hindu Festival of Lights.

The Jewish students saw the posters as the ultimate insult against their people and their faith. They demanded that the Hindu students take down all the posters. The Hindu students adamantly refused, the swastika being the sacred symbol of Hinduism. They accused the Jews of intolerance and bigotry. The students held several meetings chaired by the Dean of the College in order to reach a resolution to the conflict.
The Dean invited several faculty members, including myself, to attend one of the last meetings. In preparation I made a quick study of the history of the swastika and discovered its wide spread existence from prehistoric times in diverse civilizations. This symbol of auspiciousness existed in Mohenjo-daro, Mesopotamia, ancient Troy, Cyprus, Athens, Meso-america, central Europe, Palestine, Italy, Scandinavia, Germany, and so on. It is part of the Aryan legacy inherent in Indo-European cultures. Hitler had appropriated it for his own use.
After a couple of hours of heated, emotionally charged debate among the students, we were asked to offer our views on the subject. Speaking as a Buddhist, I told the students that I, too, hold the swastika as a sacred symbol of my faith. It is found on the earliest Buddhist art and architecture in India and Southeast Asia. Later it is carried to Tibet, China, Korea, Japan, and other East Asian countries. The swastikas decorate the sacred scriptures, mandalas, robes, funeral raiments, pillars, gates, and sanctuaries of temples and monasteries. I could not help but express my empathy with the Hindu students.
But as someone living in the twentieth century I also could not ignore the Nazi genocide of millions of Jews, Poles, Communists, Gypsies, homosexuals, and political prisoners during World War II. In modern world history the swastika becomes the ultimate symbol of evil. Thus, it is imperative that we recognize this German distortion of the swastika as containing a dark, ominous power.
The impasse in the conflict had no rational solution satisfactory to both sides. As an outsider, I could never fathom the pain and terror experienced by the Jews under Nazi rule, nor could I really feel the hurt and humiliation felt by the Hindu students, far away from their homeland, being accused of insensitivity. But, I said, there is something that we can all do today, regardless of where we come from. And that is to ask ourselves: Have I always been free of bigotry and injustice? Have I always treated others, whether individuals or groups with respect? Have I always been free of insensitivity against those who are not like us? Have I never exploited others for my own selfish gains? Have I spoken out for equal treatment of all peoples, regardless of color, creed, gender, sexual orientation, age, class?
The rancorous debate subsided and the meeting ended quietly. No resolution was reached that night. Thanksgiving vacation soon followed, and all the students left the campus. But exactly one year later a Jewish faculty colleague told me that my urging for self-reflection had hit home for many people, defusing the tension and opening the possibility for real dialogue.
The self-questioning that I had proposed came from the experience of visiting the remains of Dachau concentration camp one summer several years ago. The real impact of the Holocaust did not really hit me until that unplanned visit. The first stop of a three-week European sightseeing tour that my wife and I made was Munich, Germany. My primary reason for visiting Dachau, located near Munich, was a news article that I happened to read. It reported a reunion held in San Francisco between Dachau camp survivors and Japanese-American soldiers of the U.S. 442nd Regimental Combat Team. These soldiers were the first to liberate one of the subcamps of Dachau on April 14, 1944, but the news had been suppressed by the U.S. government for almost half a century, because the families of many of these American soldiers of Japanese descent were still incarcerated behind barbed-wire fences in the U.S.

Upon seeing the photographs of atrocities committed against the Jewish people, the purpose of my trip changed dramatically from sightseeing to a historical tracing of Jewish persecution wherever we went: Salzburg, Vienna, Budapest, Warsaw, Gdansk, Cracow, Auschwitz, Prague, and Amsterdam. At every stop I asked myself If I had been a young man during World War II in these places, would I have been the victim or the victimizer?
In contemporary history Hitler is regarded as evil incarnate, and Mother Teresa as the embodiment of love. Their glaring difference is unequivocal, but both are human beings. Being human, we can , be either a Hitler or a Mother Teresa. The key question for each of us becomes, Which am I, a Hitler or a Mother Teresa?
When Mother Teresa was once asked why she dedicated her life to the poor and needy of Calcutta, she is said to have replied, "Because I realized that I had a Hitler within me." This may sound paradoxical, but her admission penetrates to the core of religious awakening. Without awareness of one's own potential for evil, the demonic within remains unrecognized and unchecked. The potential to wreak havoc, whether in personal life or in society, awaits to explode from within us at any time But once we become fully aware of our darkness, evil will lose its power over us, and the energy that propels it may be transformed into a power for good.

