
Bhante says

                            Issue 24   O
CT - DEC  2007

   M
ICA (P) 012/10/2006

Path of Joy Publisher: Buddhist Reasearch Society, 2&4 Lorong 24A Geylang Singapore 398526
Printer: Citi Print & Design Pte Ltd, 10 Ubi Cresent, Ubi Techpark  03-34 Singapore 408564

Seven Ways to Happiness

Sometimes, we do things for our own 
convenience, not caring whether or 
not they also cause inconvenience 
to others. We may not realise it but, 
in the long run, such things can also 
cause inconvenience to ourselves. 
This is because all things that happen
in this world are inter-connected. So 
our words and actions have an im-
pact not only on others but ourselves 
as well.

Creating happiness in this world is 
very important as everyone wants to 
be happy. No one likes to suffer.

So I would like to talk about the 7 
ways in which we can create happi-
ness, according to the teachings of 
the Buddha.

Metta (Loving Friendliness)

The 1st way to happiness is metta or 
friendliness. The traditional transla-
tion of metta  is loving kindness but, 
in my opinion, friendliness is better.

Friendliness creates happiness. The
opposite is hatred or unfriendliness. 
We  know how miserable we can feel 
if we have to deal with unfriendly 
people.

We generally expect other people to 

be friendly to us. But we hardly ever 
check ourselves to see whether we 
deserve to have friendliness. It’s very 
important to see whether we deserve 
the friendliness of others from the 
way we behave, work or associate 
with people or the way we live.  

Some people think that being 
friendly means not interfering in 
other people’s affairs. In a way, this is
true. But it’s a negative approach. We 
think – ‘We don’t harm or offend others
so we deserve happiness.’

But this is not enough to gain a 
friendly environment or  to inspire 
others. There’s a positive aspect in
life also. Whenever possible, we 
should try to perform positive ac-
tions to bring about happiness  and 
to inspire others to do so. Friendli-
ness begets friendliness.

The Buddha regarded friendliness as
a great quality. In the Dhammapada 
he said – ‘The friend is the greatest
relative’.

In this world, it’s possible to have 
relatives who nevertheless don’t pos-
sess the qualities of relatives. That
is the problem. Nowadays, we can 
even have mothers who don’t qualify 
to be called mothers. They may be
mothers because they give birth to 
the children but they lack maternal 
love. These people are therefore not
the greatest relatives. Only if they 
have love and compassion can they 
be considered the greatest relatives.

Friendliness has 2 aspects – friendli-
ness towards ourselves and towards 
others. Both aspects should be 
developed. Some people are not very 
friendly towards themselves, yet 
they are not aware of that also. They
destroy their own health and they 
don’t take care of their own lives.

Friendliness is even more important 
in spiritual practice. 

In one sutra, Ananda, the Buddha’s 
attendant, said to the Buddha, “Sir, 
fully half of this religious life is 

friendship with what is noble, associa-
tion with what is noble.”

But the Buddha said, “ Not quite so, 
Ananda, not quite so. It is the whole, 
not the half of this religious life: this 
friendship, companionship, association 
with what is noble.” 

What I want to emphasise here is 
that we should  practise friendliness 
spiritually in 2 ways. 

We can help other people to study 
the Dharma and assist them to go 
to places where they can get proper 
guidance and good facilities for 
studying the Dharma. But if we are 
not doing much to study the Dharma 
ourselves, we may be practising 
metta towards others  but not 
towards ourselves. There are many
people like this. 

I have come across such a case myself 
at a previous temple. Some people 
came to the temple regularly. They
did good work for the temple. They
attended  pujas, recited the sutras 
and even took precepts. They intro-
duced their friends and relatives to 
the temple as well.  But besides that, 
they did not do anything to improve 
their own knowledge of the Dharma. 
They did not attend Dharma lectures
or meditation retreats. This is a great
pity.

Karuna (Compassion)

This is the 2nd way to happiness. It’s
the opposite of cruelty. Compassion 
is very necessary for everyone. 

In general, we don’t want people to 
act in a cruel manner towards us. 
Take criminals, for example. They
can be very cruel people. There was a
case recently. A man killed his wife in 
a very cruel manner. She was a good 
lady but she made her husband an-
gry many times. The man  attacked
her with a knife. She experienced 
a very painful death. He admitted 
his guilt but asked for pardon to 
escape the gallows. So you see, even 
hard-core criminals, those involved 



in serious offences such as murder, robbery and
serial killing, ask for compassion.

Sometimes, we think we don’t need compassion 
from others. That’s how we tend to feel when
we’re strong and healthy.  In a way,  this is under-
standable. We all like to be independent. But in 
reality, it’s not the truth. At that very moment, 
we fail to see that compassion is a two-way thing. 
We cannot expect others to be compassionate 
towards us if we’re not ourselves compassion-
ate towards others. Even animals deserve our 
compassion.

Compassion is such a beautiful quality that it’s 
very nice to see it being practised. Recently, I had 
such an experience.

One gentleman was travelling in a train with his 
2 boys. They were very hyper-active children.
Running here and there, they made a lot of noise 
disturbing the other passengers. One man was 
very tired so he closed his eyes to sleep. Natu-
rally, he could not sleep and became very angry.  
He asked the boys’ father gruffly, “Are these  your 
children? Where are you going?”

The father replied  softly, “Yes, they’re my own 
children. My wife just died. I’m going to the hospital 
with my 2 kids to collect the body.”

On hearing this, the man realised that the poor 
man wasn’t able to control the boys at that time 
and his anger turned to compassion.

Teaching Dharma to others

This is the 3rd way to happiness, according to the
Buddha.  

We can only teach Dharma to others if we have a 
good understanding of the Dharma ourselves and 
have confidence in our Dharma knowledge.

That’s  why I say that learning the Dharma is easy
but teaching the Dharma is more difficult. We
may prepare hard to give a Dharma talk for a cou-
ple of hours but after 10 minutes, we may have 
nothing more to say. This can happen if we don’t
have confidence and if we’re nervous. My teacher
related to me his experience when he gave his 
first sermon.  

Someone had passed away and his relatives 
came to the temple to invite a monk to recite 
sutras and give teachings. In accordance with 
Sri Lankan tradition, a monk is invited to give 

teachings at the wake on the 6th night after the 
death of the deceased. Traditionally, on such an 
occasion, monks administer the 5 precepts, recite 
a Dharma text, usually a  Dhammapada stanza,  
and give a teaching based on the text.

My teacher was then a teenager. Unfortunately, 
no other monks were available then. So he had to 
get ready himself. He thought of a stanza from 
the Dhammapada. 

The people offered my teacher tea and a tray of
betel nuts and leaves. My teacher took a long 
time to administer the 5 precepts because he had 
to use up the allotted time. When it came time 
to give the talk, he completely forgot the stanza 
he had picked. He tried again and again and per-
spired a lot. But nothing came to his mind.

The audience realised that he was having a prob-
lem. They thought that he had eaten too many
betel nuts and had become weak. And so, they 
asked my teacher to transfer merits and sent him 
back to the temple.

So it’s like that. When we have to teach, we need 
a lot of confidence. Confidence can only be gained
from thorough learning and practice. 

Explaining the Dharma to others is a way to hap-
piness because we feel happy when we witness 
the spiritual progress made by those we teach. 
Those being taught also gain happiness by prac-
tising the Dharma that they study.

Leading an exemplary life

But no matter how skilfull we may be as teachers, 
the best way to teach the Dharma is by example. 
Being a popular teacher alone is not enough. If 
we follow the Buddha’s way, we have to lead an 
exemplary life. 

In the Dhammapada, the Buddha said – 

A man is not considered wise
Because he talks a lot
But he is secure and called wise
Who is free of hate and does no harm

A man cannot be regarded well-versed in the Dharma
By his rhetoric
However, even with little learning
A man who does not neglect the practice of virtue
May be considered well-versed in the Dharma

We cannot inspire people to practise the Dharma 
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if we ourselves do not practise it. For 
example, if we harshly judge and criti-
cise people, we may even cause them to 
become so disgusted that they turn to 
other religions. 

The best role model is none other than
the Buddha himself. He led an exem-
plary life from the beginning to the 
end. He practised what he preached. 

Rejoicing

Even if we cannot help others, we can 
learn to be happy when we see other 
people making progress either in their 
work, business or spiritually. Without 
making any effort, we can be happy.
This is called mudita. Above all, we 
should not be envious.

As the 8th century Indian sage, Shan-
tideva, put it – 

All deeds (of others) are the source of a joy
That would be rare even if it could be
bought with money
Therefore, I should be happy in finding
this joy
In the good things that are done by others

(Through doing this) I shall suffer no loss
in this life
And in future lives shall find great hap-
piness
But the fault (of disliking their good quali-
ties) will make me
unhappy and miserable
And in future lives I should find great
suffering

Dana

Charity is the 6th way to happiness.

Happiness as a result of gain is very 
vulnerable because when we gain less 
or we make losses, we’re bound to be 
unhappy. But happiness arising from 
giving to charity without expecting 
anything in return is stable and won’t 
change in this way.

Giving money and material things, 
our time and effort, even parts of
our bodies, like donating blood or a 
kidney, are highly praiseworthy and 
virtuous deeds. But the greatest gift of 
all, according to the Buddha, is a gift 
of truth, namely, sharing the Dharma 
teachings. By doing this, we help oth-
ers to gain relief from suffering, not
only temporarily, but permanently 

when they gain enlightenment. 

Of course, the best way to share the 
Dharma is to be a Dharma teacher but 
this is not necessarily the case. We can 
share knowledge by making available 
Dharma texts and books to others. 
That is why BL organises a Dharma
book offering every year as an oppor-
tunity for all of us to participate in the 
sharing of Dharma.

Equanimity

The 7th way to happiness is upekkha. 

Buddhism alone among the world’s ma-
jor religions espouses equanimity as a 
great virtue. This perhaps explain why
there has never been a religious war in 
the 2,550 year history of Buddhism.

Equanimity acts like a rudder of a boat 
that steers the boat through all kinds 
of currents, tides and weather. If the 
weather is fine and the sea is calm,
the rudder is there to direct the boat 
forward. If the weather is foul and 
the water choppy, the rudder helps to 
stabilise it and enable it to plough to 
safety. 

It’s the same with equanimity. Equa-
nimity steers us through all the good, 
bad and neutral events that we face in 
life. No matter what happens, we can 
remain happy whether we are rich, 
healthy, famous, lead exciting lives or 
otherwise. 

With equanimity, it’s possible for us 
to offer unconditional love (metta) to 
all beings, whether they are humans 
or not, relatives or strangers. Without 
it, even if we try to do good deeds like 
engaging in charity work, when things 
get rough, we may get discouraged and 
even give up.

And so when the Buddha was asked to 
explain what ‘the greatest happiness’ in 
life is, he said in the Mangala Sutta – 

If when experiencing worldly conditions,
one’s mind is not shaken, but remains
fearless, free from sorrow and passion; 
this is the greatest happiness

I wish you all a happy life.

Bhante B Dhammaratana
Religious Advisor
Buddhist Library

BL Activity

TALK on “Consciousness as it relates 
to mental stress, depression, demen-
tia, etc. science and Buddhism”

By SILADASA (Dr Mark Newton), 
a well-known Australia Neurologist 
and member of the Western Buddhist 
Order on 7 & 8 July 2007.
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an CO

Es and Cookies

Talisman COEs and Cookies

‘Although gold dust is precious, when 
it gets in your eyes, it obstructs your 
vision’       
               Chinese Zen Master

In June 2007, just a few days into 
the new academic year, I asked a 
class I was teaching who their class 
leader (monitor) was. He was not 
there.

Downstairs, after the lesson, I 
bumped into the class leader and 
asked him where he’d been. He 
produced a talisman and said, with 
a smile, “I went to the shop to make a 
frame for this.”

The talisman was that of a popular
deity the Thais call Jatukarm Ram-
athep. 

A Thai friend explained to me the
way the system works. Temples 
make the talisman, then sell it, say, 
at 99 bahts each (S$4.50) to their 
devotees. Owing to the demand, the 
more popular temples even issue 
coupons (talisman COEs, if you like) 
to purchasers who collect the actual 
items later.

The talisman then enters the market.
Many claim that the talisman has 
saved their lives in serous traffic
accidents, even from bullets. Others 
say they have become rich. 

As a result, the prices of the more 
popular ‘models’  skyrocket to dizzy-
ing heights. 

‘Jatukarmania’ has indeed become a 
huge, sophisticated industry. Sales 
turnover of talismans and related 
products in Thailand are expected to
reach 22 billion bahts (S$1 billion) in 
2007 and the Jatukarm talisman is 
said to be a ‘major contributor’. 

Not surprisingly, movie stars and 
other luminaries get into the act, 
even participating in talisman mak-
ing rituals. 

Impressed by the talisman’s success, 
one man regretted not believing in 
the stories of its power. He told the 
Nation newspaper, “If I did, I would 

have become a millionaire by now. 
I could not believe that an amulet I 
purchased for 99 baht could be worth 
1,000 baht just after taking it from the 
temple grounds on the same day. Now I 
can see its miracle immediately.” 

Yes, indeed. It’s the age-old mira-
cle of money, fuelled by greed and 
ignorance

Interest in the talisman became so 
intrusive that, as the Bangkok Post 
reported, ‘(t)he rituals have certainly 
interrupted the normal schedule of 
those who wish to study and practise 
Dharma. One nun and her followers 
had to move their classes from the main 
Vihara of the temple to a kitchen’.

I was mildly amused to see a junk 
email sent to BL by an individual 
in Thailand offering the talisman
for sale. He was even prepared to 
conduct  a tour to the Great Stupa 
of Nakhon Si Thammarat, where the
talisman first gained prominence.
(Ironically, this southern city is also 
the site where Theravada Buddhism
is believed to have been first intro-
duced into Thailand from Sri Lanka).

But, in the midst of all this frenzy, 
things can get dangerous. In one 
incident, a 51-year-old woman was 
crushed to death and many others 
injured when thousands of people 
forced their way into a technical 
school to buy the COEs. The crowds
reportedly caused a 5 km traffic jam.

Recently, the Nation newspaper 
carried an article by Michael Wright 
claiming to disclose ‘the facts behind 
the Jatukarm Ramathep talisman 
nonsense’. 

According to Wright, the Jatukarm 
deity arose out of a confusion involv-
ing 2  guardian deities, Khattugama 
and Ramadeva, who guard the stairs 
leading to the Great Stupa.

What Wright says is that there’s no 
such deity called Jatukarm Ram-
athep (or its equivalent in Pali or 
Sanskrit) known in Buddhism or 
even Hinduism.

But other reports claim that the 2 

deities did exist long ago but only as 
princes of the Srivijaya empire which 
once ruled southern Thailand.

But whatever may have been the 
origin of the talisman, one thing is 
clear. Worshipping gods who, ac-
cording to Buddhism, are themselves 
trapped in the same cycle of birth 
and death as we are is not a very 
intelligent thing for Buddhists to do. 
How can they save us if they can’t 
save themselves?

I’m reminded by all this much-ado-
about-nothing of a story often told 
in Dharma class. You’ve  probably 
heard it before but I’ll relate it for 
those who may not have.

One morning, a Tibetan master met 
a man walking around a stupa. “What 
are you doing?” he asked. “Circumam-
bulating,” the man replied. “That’s
nice. But wouldn’t it be better if you 
practise the Dharma?” the master 
asked.

The next morning, the master
again met the same man. “What are 
you doing?” he asked. “I’m perform-
ing 100,000 prostrations,” the man 
replied. “That’s good. But wouldn’t it
be better if you practise the Dharma?”  
the master again retorted.

On a 3rd occasion, the master again 
chanced upon the man.  “What are 
you doing?” he asked. “I’m reciting 
the sutras,” the man replied. “That’s
great. But wouldn’t it be better if you 
practise the Dharma,” came the stock 
response.
 
In exasperation, the man pleaded, “I 
thought I was practising the Dharma. 
What should I do?”

“Practise renunciation,” the master 
explained.

This is not, of course, to say that
circumambulating, prostrations and 
chanting  are wrong. But they should 
not be performed to achieve worldly 
fame and fortune. Nor, for that mat-
ter, even for a long life per se.

The Tibetan monk, Geshe Jampa
Tegchok, states the position suc-
cinctly  – 

‘When we are advised to give up attach-
4



ment to the happiness of this life, it does 
not mean that we have to become beggars 
or that Dharma practitioners should for-
get all worldly activities… It means that 
we must emphasise the next life above the 
concerns of this life. In fact, the less we 
cling to  the things of this life, the happier 
we will be, both now and in the future…’

The Dhammapada says it more pithily  – 

‘Do not follow low practices
Do not live carelessly
Do not hold wrong views
Do not prolong the suffering of the world’

For sure, some Thai monks have
criticised the participation of Buddhist 
temples and monks in Jatukarmania.

Phra Wudhijaya Vajiramedhi, for exam-
ple, reminded Thais, “The rightful way to
make a living is to use our brain and two 
hands, not the talisman.” 

Another revered Thai monk, Phra
Phaisarn Visalo, in a Bangkok Post 
article entitled ‘Buddhism at a critical 
juncture’ said, “…when people hold the 
talismans without thinking  of the Lord 
Buddha’s teachings to remind them of 
their faith, they tend to be obsessed by 
worldly desires…The big question for all of
us Buddhists is whether we are losing our 
way or not. Whether Buddhism will last 
or whether it doesn’t is not about it being 
in the written word, but in the way we live 
our lives.”

But these cries are few and far be-
tween, probably unheard and certainly  
unheeded. The country badly needs a
strong spiritual leader in the mould 
of the late Ajahn Buddhadasa, the 
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reformist monk who dedicated his life 
to distilling the essence of the Buddha’s 
teachings and living it.

In the meantime, it seems that all hope 
is not lost. 

A well known monk, Phra Payom 
Kalayano has come up with a unique 
tongue-in-cheek way to combat Jatu-
karmania. He’s selling his new ‘Bear in 
mind 4 bites and you will be super-rich’ 
cookies for 60 bahts each. Each cookie 
bears the face of the deity on the top 
side with 4 Thai letters and the Phra’s
signature at the bottom. ‘Ou’ means 
diligence, ‘Ar’ is about saving money 
earned legally, ‘Ka’ refers to associating 
with moral friends and ‘Sa’ involves 
leading a modest and simple life. Phra 
Payom deserves to succeed in his mis-
sion but he’s swimming against the 
current in a torrential river.

Thailand’s problems though are not
unique. We can see in Singapore too 
mundane beliefs and practices being 
taught by Dharma centres and adopted 
by Buddhists as if they were part of the 
Buddha’s message. 

Ultimately, as the Thai Rath newspaper 
says – 

‘In a free society, individuals have full 
freedom  to conduct religious  activities so 
long as they do not harm public peace and 
harmony… However, such rituals must 
not create a misunderstanding about the 
true essence of Buddhism…’

In this issue, our Bhante B Dhammara-
tana talks about the 7 ways to happi-
ness as taught by the Buddha. 

One of these is teaching the Dharma. 
Bhante stresses the important point 
that, besides willingness to impart 
knowledge of the Dharma to others, 
which, of course, is a great virtue, the 
pre-requisites of a Dharma teacher are  
a good knowledge of the Dharma and 
confidence in teaching it. ’We can only 
teach Dharma to others if we have a good 
understanding of the Dharma ourselves 
and have confidence in our Dharma
knowledge.’

It goes without saying, of course, 
that a Dharma teacher must himself 
or herself practise what the Buddha 
taught.  On our part, it’s vital that we, 
as Dharma students, should carefully 
select our teachers. 

In the words of Geshe Gedun 
Choephel, whose interview we’re also 
very pleased to bring in this issue, we 
‘need to observe and investigate properly’ 
before choosing a spiritual teacher.

 “You should not just go after a guru with 
high qualifications. Of course, you should
not just go after someone well dressed…. 
It will be too late to investigate after  you 
have already chosen him as your guru. If 
you were to do it in that way, you would 
create negative karma.”

As always, I wish you all pleasant read-
ing. 

Chwee Beng
Editor
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eshe G

edun Choephel

Buddhist Library 
April 16 2007
Interviewed by James
Chinese Translator – Venerable 
Tenzin Gyatso
English Translator – Tenzin Namdrul 
(Michelle Ng Swee Teng)

What are the essential differences be-
tween the Gelug school headed by HH 
Dalai Lama  and to which you belong 
as compared with the other 3 major 
Tibetan Buddhist schools?

Basically, there are no substantial 
differences. Just a difference in
terminology. It’s like universities as 
centres of learning. All universities 
are the same. It’s just that they spe-
cialise in different courses. Also, like
aeroplanes. The purpose of a plane
is to ferry passengers from point A 
to point B. They just have different
colours (brands). The core teachings
have to be the same. Otherwise, they 
would be considered incorrect.

Let’s talk about merit. To gain enlight-
enment, we have to accumulate wisdom 
and merit. What is merit?

We need to practise the qualities of 
the Buddha, including wisdom. To 
attain wisdom, we have to practise 
vipassana and samatha (meditation). 
We also need to practise renun-
ciation and bodhicitta (the wish to 
attain enlightenment for the benefit
of other sentient beings). With these 
qualities, we can get rid of all our 
defilements and gain enlightenment.

So when I make offerings (dana), what 
should I do to ensure that by this posi-
tive deed, I’ll make progress along the 
path towards enlightenment, rather 
than just gain a happier rebirth within 
samsara?

When we practise any positive ac-
tions, we wish that we can have a 

Interview with Geshe Gedun Choephel
better future, say, a precious human 
birth. We have to keep our precepts 
and vows, say our prayers, dedicate 
our merit etc. The best is to practise
the 6 paramitas (perfections).

By way of an example, as citizens of 
a country, we have to obey its laws. 
Also, as family members, we have 
to be co-operative with other family 
members. Then, we extend that co-
operation to our friends, colleagues 
and other sentient beings. 

Most importantly, we have to be 
happy ourselves. Only then can we 
make others happy and attain a pre-
cious human rebirth.

In order to be liberated, we have to 
fully understand and practise renun-
ciation. Renunciation is very, very 
important. Then, with bodhicitta, we
can attain enlightenment. We have 
to get rid of this ‘I’ notion, the ego,  
and work not for ourselves but  for 
all sentient beings. Then, you have
the chance to attain enlightenment.

Some Buddhist centres ask their fol-
lowers to make donations on auspicious 
days because on those days, the merit 
created will multiply. Please explain 
how this works.

The merit will multiply because when
you do prayers or practise dana on 
auspicious days, you are inspired 
by the examples of the Buddha and 
other holy beings to practise the 
Dharma better.

Shouldn’t we ask people to be virtuous 
on all days, not just on auspicious days? 
Aren’t we  encouraging people to only 
practise positive actions on auspicious 
days?

There are 2 types of practitioners.
One type will not discriminate be-
tween auspicious and ordinary days. 
The other type will practise more
positive acts on auspicious days in 
order to create more merit. However, 
if you do that, it will make a differ-
ence in your future lives. It’s better 
not to discriminate.

Actually, a real practitioner would 
not discriminate between auspicious 
days and ordinary days. If you have 

this ‘wishing heart’ (to multiply your 
merit), you are just a very ordinary 
practitioner.

Why is guru devotion so heavily empha-
sised in Tibetan Buddhism?

We need to have gratitude to the 
guru because only he will show you 
the way to liberation. Only he will 
show you the Triple Gem. Say, you 
are in a (burning) house, the guru is 
the person who will lead you out. 

In our worldly life, the most impor-
tant to us is our parents. So we have 
to be grateful to our parents because 
they bring us up. Our guru is like our 
(spiritual) parents.

How do we go about looking for a guru?

You have to observe and investigate. 
In Mahayana Buddhism, there are 10 
qualifications a guru has to satisfy.
You should not just go after a guru 
with high qualifications. Of course,
you should not just go after someone 
well dressed. 

In Tibetan Buddhism, we are taught to 
look up to the guru as a Buddha. How 
do we investigate if we do that?

Before you take someone as your 
guru, you need to observe and inves-
tigate properly. It will be too late to 
investigate after  you have already 
chosen him as your guru. If you were 
to do it in that way, you would create 
negative karma.

Tibetan Buddhism is unique among 
Buddhist traditions in that you have 
reincarnated lineages of gurus like the 
Karmapas and the Dalai Lamas. How 
is it possible for them to choose to be 
reborn as particular individuals?

For this reincarnation to happen, 
there are certain conditions to be 
met. The practitioner must have
reached a high level of realisation. 
This means that he’s able to se-
lect where he wants to be reborn. 
Ordinary people like us can’t do this. 
We’ll be reborn in accordance with 
our karma.

The Gelug school is well-known for
its practice of debate. What other 
schools of Tibetan Buddhism share this 
practice?
                             ..continued on page 9 6
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                            Book Review:  M
ind Training

Mind Training 
by Ringu Tulku
Edited by B M Shaughnessy
Published by Snow Lion Publications 
(2007)
160 pages
Reviewed by Chwee Beng

‘Perhaps you know the story of the man 
who arrived in heaven and when asked 
by God where he wanted to go replied 
that he wanted to see both heaven and 
hell. First, he went to hell. There was a
large table with all the inhabitants of 
hell sitting around it. The centre of the
table was full of delicious food. Each 
person had two very long chopsticks. 
They could reach the food but they could
not get it into their mouths because 
their chopsticks were too long.  They
were miserable. No one was eating and 
everyone went hungry.

Next he was taken to visit heaven. All 
the inhabitants of heaven were also sit-
ting around a big table full of delicious 
food but they were happy. They too had
very long chopsticks but they were eat-
ing and enjoying themselves. They used  
the chopsticks to feed each other across 
the table.’

This well-known  little parable re-
lated by Ringu Tulku in his book
is obviously not a Buddhist story. 
As every Buddhist knows, or should 
know, there’s no creator God in 
Buddhism and the idea that heaven 
and hell are the be-all and end-all of 
human existence is also alien to Bud-
dhism.  So, of course, Rinpoche does 
not  tell the story for its truth. 

Rinpoche relates the story to illus-
trate the importance of being unself-
ish. ‘A truly holy person is dedicated to 
others.’ But there are other powerful 
Buddhist themes that can be gleaned 
from the story as well.

One is  that heaven and hell are not 
externally different. It’s our mind
that projects their heavenly or hell-
ish aspects and create for us happi-
ness or misery respectively. Similarly, 
it’s said that samsara and nirvana are 
not 2 different places. An ordinary
sentient being looks at the world and 
sees samsara; an enlightened being, 
looking at the same world, sees nir-
vana. To put it in another way, as the 
Buddhist scholar, Professor Asanga 

Tilakaratne says in his book ‘Nirvana 
and Ineffability’, unlike the rest of 
us, enlightened beings ‘experience 
nirvanically’.

And so, as Rinpoche points out, if we 
want to progress along the Buddhist 
spiritual path, we have to learn to 
deal with the world as it is, good, 
bad or neutral. ‘Rather than exclud-
ing negative and disturbing things, we 
do the opposite – we accept them. This
turns our problems into possibilities.’  
Hence, the critical importance of 
mind training or lojong (in Tibetan), 
the subject matter of this book.

But, as Rinpoche also says,  there’s 
more to lojong than this. Lojong has 
another important goal  ‘We are not 
just learning to be unselfish for the sake
of it. We are also confronting the ego 
– the source of so much of our pain.’ 

The original text – The Seven Points
of Mind Training – was written by 
the Tibetan master, Geshe Chekawa 
during the 12th century. Since then, 
it’s been adopted by all traditions of 
Tibetan Buddhism. There’s clearly a
dire need for such a concise text. ‘The
teachings of Buddhism are so vast and 
complicated that it would be impossible 
to study them all. Lojong contains, in a 
very condensed form, the essence of all 
Buddhist thought’.

The sub-headings of the Seven Points
given in the book help to give the 
reader a bird’s eye view of the prac-
tice. They afford the reader a sense of
direction and help to avoid confu-
sion. These sub-headings -  Preparing 
for Practice, Practising Wisdom and 
Compassion, Transforming Adver-
sity, The Essence of Practice and Life
and Death, Evaluating the Practice, 
Discipline and Guidelines – also tell 
us something about the breadth and 
scope of the mind training practice.

The text consists of short slogans.
These slogans may sound simple but
they’re as contrary to our normal 
way of thinking as they’re difficult
to practise. This is  because  they
comprise at their very core the bo-
dhisattva practice of bodhicitta, both 
relative bodhicitta (compassion) and 
absolute bodhicitta (wisdom). 

Although we can read and un-
derstand the slogans quite easily 

– they’re written in simple, straight-
forward language – being able to 
accept them at all  is quite a different
matter. Why?  Because, as Rinpoche 
points out, the meditation practice 
that’s involved (tonglen) ‘totally con-
tradicts our normal behaviour and puts 
us on a collision course with our ego’. 

‘Tonglen’  literally means ‘giving and 
taking’ – giving away all our happi-
ness and taking all the suffering of
sentient beings. A difficult pill for
our ego to swallow, for sure.

Take the slogans in the Third Point
(‘Transforming Adversity’) -.

‘Drive all blame into one’ (the ‘one’ 
being as Rinpoche explains, our ‘self-
cherishing ego’).

‘All activities should be done with the 
intention of helping others.’

It’s normal to reject such slogans 
off-hand as being too idealistic or im-
practical, even dangerous or harmful. 
But before we do that, it’s important 
to view them in the proper context. 
Rinpoche explains –

‘Accepting and enduring negative 
things and daring to let them happen to 
us dispel both their harmful effects and
our own anger and hatred. It makes 
adversity less frightening. We do not 
cause suffering or seek it out. We take
up whatever suffering is around us,
transforming it in the ‘giving and tak-
ing’ exercise so that no one else will be 
injured by it and the negativity which 
already exists in the world is reduced.’
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There are also other slogans in the
text – in the Sixth Point (Discipline), 
for example -  that are not quite as 
revolutionary. They may even be ap-
plicable both at work and at home. 

‘Do not ponder others’ faults’ 
‘Do not strike at the sore point’ 
 ‘Do not transfer the ox’s load to the 
cow’ 

I remember a time when I’d just 
moved into an apartment some 
years ago. For some reason, my new 
neighbour was hostile from the 
outset. She objected to my pet dog. 
She complained that my plant was 
blocking the way along the corridor 
although her own plants lay just a 
few feet away and  I’d  made sure my 
plant did not block the way. And she 
objected to a small porcelain figurine
of a bulldog which a friend had made 
and given to me. I’d placed it in a pot 
of plant and forgotten all about it. 
The reason for her objection – her
daughter, a 19 year old, was afraid 
of it.

I tried my best to refrain from argu-
ing and took steps to comply imme-
diately with her demands. Peace was 
kept but I could not help feeling like 
a ‘born loser.’

But  if I’d followed my instinct by 
reacting adversely  against my neigh-
bour, tempers would have flared and
the environment would have become 
intolerable. As it turned out, some 
months later, when I got home, I 
heard from my maid that my neigh-
bour wanted to talk to me. Soon, 
there was a knock on the door and I 
opened it fully expecting a barrage 
of new complaints.  Instead, there 
stood in the doorway, my neighbour 
holding my letter box keys. I’d left 
them downstairs.

Not exactly mind training, of course. 
But if even this simple act of forbear-
ance can yield positive results just 
imagine what a proper practice of the 
mind training slogans can bring.

Rinpoche writes simply and clearly 
but also very directly and in a no-
nonsense ‘telling it as it is’ approach. 
He relates many anecdotes not only 
from the teachings but also from his 
own life (including his experiences 
as a refugee from Tibet). Wherever 

applicable, he highlights differences
in approach between Tibetans and 
westerners. Singaporeans, having 
a mindset more akin to westerners 
than Tibetans generally in many 
ways, will probably find these com-
ments interesting and instructive. 

And he comes up with his own 
slogan – ‘Do your best, prepare for the 
worst, and expect nothing’. Wise words 
indeed that encapsulate the quintes-
sential Buddhist antidote to living in 
this egocentric, money-driven, 21st 
century world.

The publishers wisely made this a
pocket-sized book, handy enough to 
have around at all times. So leading 
a busy professional and personal 
life is not a good enough excuse for 
not reading this book when it can 
be so easily accessed on the move 
and read,  say, while standing in 
queue for the bus, taxi or train or 
while waiting for that all-important 
business meeting with clients to 
commence. Indeed, keeping in mind 
some of these slogans may well in-
crease the chances of success in that 
meeting, although it’s also impor-
tant to bear in mind that business 
success is not a good enough reason 
for practising the slogans. 

This little book is worth reading and
reflecting upon over and over again.
It’s a power pack of wisdom that has 
the potential to make a sea change in 
our lives and make them happier and 
more meaningful, come rain, shine 
or tsunami. But we do need to keep 
an open mind. 
                                                          JOY

“Do your 
best, prepare 
for the worst, 
and expect 
nothing”

Interview
(With Geshe Gedun Choephel
continued)

All 4 Tibetan schools do debate, even 
the Bon tradition. But of course, the 
Gelug school is the most prominent.

What is the purpose of debating?

Debating is very important. It’s like 
opening a house to Buddha knowl-
edge. Today, even scientists are 
studying this debating practice.

The monks  not only debate but they
also perform certain actions when they 
debate. What is the purpose? Is it to 
frighten their opponents? (Laughter)

The person who claps must do it
in a prescribed manner. Similarly, 
he must wear the yellow robes in 
a certain way. When you use these 
techniques, this helps you to consoli-
date your wisdom.

When a debater paces up and down, 
he’s trying to gain the wisdom to 
come up with the  right answer.

The person who’s answering sits
down. His opponent who asks the 
question stands up. If the answer 
is wrong, the questioner will shout 
‘Cha!’. 

If a debater uses a hand signal as if 
drawing a circle,  he means that his 
opponent’s answer is wrong. He’s 
saying that his opponent is not an-
swering his question. “I’m asking you 
this, why do you answer that?”

Who sets the topics for debate?

The debate topic is in accordance
with what is taught by the teacher 
on that day. There will be 2 sessions,
one in the afternoon and one in the 
evening.

Do the students take turns in the posi-
tions they assume in the debate?

There’s no fixed rule. When the
students are tired, they can stop or 
change their debating positions.

Thank you very much, Geshe-la.

                                                          JOY
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July 31st 2007 was an auspicious 
day for the Buddhist Library as it 
held a convocation ceremony for 10 
students of the Postgraduate Di-
ploma in Buddhist Studies. This is
the first time that the Postgraduate
students of Buddhist Studies ever 
received the Diploma from the Uni-
versity of Kelaniya. The Graduation
Ceremony was for batch 2004 i.e. 
students who studied for the Post-
graduate Diploma in Buddhist stud-
ies in 2004. In all 10 students re-
ceived the Diploma but one was away.

It was a happy day for everyone. 
Bhante B Dhammaratana as Prin-
cipal, Graduate School of Buddhist 
Studies signed the Memorandum 
of Understanding with the Vice-
Chancellor, Prof MJS Wijeyaratne 
and the  Director of Postgraduate 
Institute of Pali and Buddhist Stud-
ies, Professor GD Sumanapala to 
effect the exchange of knowledge
of Dhamma between Buddhist Li-
brary’s Graduate School of Buddhist 
Studies and University of Kelaniya,
Sri Lanka.

                            BL Activity:  G
raduation Cerem

ony
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                            BL Activity:  Art Exhibition
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