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Bhante Says
‘DEVELOPING THE MIND’

Although the Buddha’s teachings are
comprised in numerous volumes, the
main purpose of these teachings is
to help people to guard and develop
their minds. As the 1st stanza of the
Dhammapada says —

Mind precedes all mental states

Mind is their chief; they are all mind-
wrought

If with an impure mind a person speaks
or acts

suffering follows him

like the wheel that follows the foot of an
ox.

Mind precedes all mental states

Mind is their chief; they are all mind-
wrought

If with a pure mind a person speaks or
acts

happiness follows him

like his never-departing shadow

It’s clear therefore that if we don’t
guard our mind, our actions can go
wrong and we tend to make alot of
mistakes.

In another stanza of the Dhammapada,
the Buddha shows us what an un-

guarded mind is like.

Just as rain breaks through an
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ill-thatched house
so passion penetrates an undeveloped
mind

Just as rain does not break through a
well-thatched house

so passion never penetrates a well-devel-
oped mind.

We all know what a house without a
roof is like. It does not protect the in-
habitants from the cold, heat and rain.

However, even if a house has aroof,
but the roof is not well constructed,
we'll still have a lot of problems.

[ have experienced this myself. When
the Buddhist Library building was first
constructed, the roof and windows
were not properly done. As a result,
there were many leaks. One of the
visiting Dharma teachers from England
even slipped and fell. Luckily, he did
not suffer any serious injuries.

And so with an unguarded mind, what-
ever thought comes, we tend to act
upon that thought. In that sense, we're
controlled by our uninvited thoughts
and we have no freedom of action.

But if we're able to free our minds from
negative attitudes like anger, greed
and jealousy, we’ll be able to exercise
freedom of action.

The Dhammapada says it well -

Wonderful, indeed, it is to subdue the
mind

so difficult to subdue, ever swift
seizing whatever it desires

A tamed mind brings happiness.

Let the discerning man guard the mind
so difficult to detect and extremely subtle
seizing whatever it desires

A guarded mind brings happiness.

The point to remember is that even

if we’re not fully enlightened like the
Buddha but we engage in the practice
of training our mind diligently and
sincerely, we'll be able to be mindful of

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

the .
uddhist

Library

our thoughts as they arise, at least to
some extent. To that extent, we'll be
able to arrest negative thoughts as they
arise and prevent ourselves from acting
upon them.

So it’s not surprising that in another
stanza of the Dhammapada, the Bud-
dha emphasises the amount of harm
that an unguarded harm can do.

Whatever harm an enemy may do to an
enemy

or a hater to a hater

an ill-divected mind inflicts on oneself
a greater harm

Usually, people say that they have no
enemies. But there are some people
who do have a lot of enemies. In life,
we can have many kinds of enemies,
some even life-threatening. In a way,
we can also say that life-threatening
diseases are also our enemies. Yet,
the Buddha says that such external
enemies are not so dangerous. They’re
in fact less dangerous than our own
unguarded minds.

Therefore, if we don’t improve the qual-
ity of our mind by constantly checking
our negative thoughts, such a mind can
be our greatest enemy.

Conversely, the Buddha stresses the
value of a guarded mind.

Neither mother, father, nor any other
relative

can do one greater good than

one’s own well-directed mind.

Generally, we say that our best friends
in life are our parents although it’s
very seldom that we see parents and
their children talking to each other as
friends.

Usually, parents do things for their
children’s sake without any ulterior
motive. We can have many friends.
They have sweet tongues and say
things that we like to hear. But we do
have to be careful of their motives.



Parents, on the other hand, often scold
or admonish us. But they do so for our
good. They teach us what is right or
beneficial and prevent us from getting
into danger. They may even go to the
extent of putting their own lives in
danger to help their offspring.

But still our parents can help us only
to a limited extent. Our minds play the
most important part.

Yet, some children don’t take the
advice of their parents to heart. They
think that they have the freedom to do
whatever they like. Actually, this ‘inde-
pendent business’ is a very silly thing.

In this world, nothing is independent.
Plants and trees are not independent.
They depend on the soil, the rain and
the sun for survival and growth.

Even we, as human beings, in many
ways, are interdependent. If we're truly
independent, we should be able to be
born without parents. But even in this
age of test tube babies and cloning,
parents are required for reproduction.

In other ways, we are also dependent
on others. We depend on farmers,
cooks and bakers for our food. Of
course, we pay for what we eat but just
by paying money will not bring food to
our table.

And so it’s clear that if we guard our
minds well, they’ll become our great-
est friends. Even better than our dear
parents.

Guarding our minds means that we
should be able to see negative thoughts
as and when they arise — and thereby
prevent them from causing mischief.
At the same time, we should try to
increase our positive thoughts by de-
veloping loving kindness, compassion
and wisdom.

We don’t have to believe what the
Buddha said just because he said them.
We should and can see these things for
ourselves from our own experience. As
the Buddha said in the famous Kalama
Sutta —

Do not believe in anything (simply)
because you have heard it.

Do not believe in traditions because they
have been handed down for many genera-
tions.

Do not believe in anything because it is
spoken and rumoured by many.

Do not believe in anything (simply) be-
cause it is found written in your religious

books.

Do not believe in anything merely on the
authority of your teachers and elders.

But after observation and analysis
when you find that anything agrees with
reason and is conducive to the good and
benefit of one and all then accept it and
live up toit.

For instance, we may have created
problems and caused pain for many
years by our negative words and ac-
tions. We may even have damaged
friendship with others.

Moreover, by not developing our
minds, we render ourselves unable
to act skillfully when decisive action
is required. Take food, for example.
Guarding the mind from attachment
for food can be very difficult.

But some people do this for the wrong
reason. In the newspapers, [ read

that one lady starved herself to death
because she wanted to look beautiful.
That is determination for the wrong
purpose.

Nevertheless, it’s extremely difficult to
overcome the temptation of food. Even
if a doctor tells us not to take certain
kinds of food, we will still take them if
they’re put on the table in front of us.
Or we make excuses, such as we will eat
them today and abstain from them for
the whole of next week.

But if we’re able to develop our minds,
we can say that under any circumstanc-
es, we can refrain from taking harmful
actions. We can say —

‘I have promised myself not to be involved
in harmful actions so I won’t perform
them'.

In this way, we won’t be influenced by
others to do wrong things. In almost
many cases of alcohol or drug addic-
tion, one cause is the bad influence

of others. Another is our own weak
minds.

Another important thing is that if

we face a difficult situation like a life
threatening disease, having a guarded
mind gives us the mental strength to

face the problem and carry on with our
lives.

But if our minds are weak, when we
experience pain, we get angry. Unfortu-
nately, anger does not cure the disease
or reduce the pain. It only increases
suffering. Pain, ill health and anger
make us suffer.

On the other hand, if we don’t get
angry, we can deal with the situation
better.

I must stress that all these things can
be achieved without attaining full
enlightenment. Don't think that we
have to wait until we are enlightened
to reduce suffering for ourselves. If we
have to wait like that, Buddhism is not
meaningful to us. Buddhism is useful
precisely because it has the potential
to help us reduce suffering even while
we're still facing daily problems like ill
health, broken relationships and loss
of loved ones.

What we need to do is to strengthen
our minds and add a little bit more
wisdom, instead of becoming more
emotional and reactive.
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“The God Delusion’ through Buddhist Eyes

In this issue’s Bhante Says, our Bhante
B Dhammaratana discusses the mind.
How important is it in spiritual devel-
opment? How can the mind help us
to improve our lives? How can it let
us down? And how can we guard and
develop it spiritually?

At the outset, Bhante stresses that the
main focus of spiritual development in
Buddhism is guarding and developing
the mind. Indeed, we can even say that
Buddhism’s pre-occupation with mind
training pertains to the very identity of
Buddhism itself. People have debated
the status of Buddhism for ages. Isita
religion? A way of life? A philosophy?
Or what?

Recently, I read a challenging, often
provocative, book entitled The God
Delusion by Professor Richard Dawkins
of Oxford University. Dawkins explains
why he’s an atheist (‘a deeply reli-

gious non-believer’) and what he finds
objectionable about religion, including
mainstream or moderate religion. He
quotes extensively from religious and
scientific sources to make a strong
case.

As a Buddhist, I was keen to see what
Dawkins has to say about Buddhism.
Does he have the same objections to it
as he does to the other religions?

As it turns out, Dawkins, at the very
beginning of the book, excludes Bud-
dhism (and Confucianism) from its
scope. Why? Because ‘there is some-
thing to be said for treating these not as
religions at all but as ethical systems or

philosophies of life.

In calling Buddhism an ethical system,
Dawkins is undoubtedly right. The No-
ble Eightfold Path, the Buddhist road
map to enlightenment, is, for sure, an
ethical practice.

But it’s also much more than that.
Besides ethics, the other aspects of the
Path comprise concentration and wis-
dom. These have to do with training
the mind. And it’s mainly the wisdom
teachings of the Buddha that make
Buddhism uniquely different. But
Dawkins seems to have ignored them.

In the Kaccayanagota Sutra, for exam-
ple, the Buddha said -

“This world, Kaccayana, is generally in-
clined towards two (views): existence and
non-existence.

To him who perceives with right wisdom,
the uprising of the world as it has come
to be, the notion of non-existence in the
world does not occur.

Kaccayana, to him who perceives with
right wisdom, the ceasing of the world as
it has come to be, the notion of the exist-
ence in the world does not occur....

‘Everything exists — this, Kaccayana, is
one extreme. ‘Everything does not exist’
— this, Kaccayana is the second extreme.

Kaccayana, without approaching either
extreme, the Tathagatha teaches you a
doctrine by the middle.”

This middle doctrine that the Buddha
taught is the principle of dependent
origination, the general statement of
which is -

When this is, that is

This arising, that arises
When this is not, that is not
This ceasing, that ceases

Professor Asanga Tilakaratne in his
book ‘Nirvana and Ineffability’ outlines
the implications of this doctrine very
clearly -

‘Thus the explanation of reality presented
by Buddhism through the doctrine of
dependent origination does not involve
theistic absolutism or substantialism
based on the belief in an unchanging soul.
The explanation involves only a set of
mutually conditioned phenomena serv-
ing as both causes and effects which in
themselves are a part of the experienced
reality. This may well be called the Bud-
dhist ‘naturalist’ explanation of reality
since it does not go beyond the limits of
our experience.’

In this respect, Buddhism is more akin
to science than to religion. No crea-
tor God. No soul. No divine-inspired
miracles. All phenomena rise and fall
dependent on causes and conditions,
nothing more, nothing less.

Professor Asanga again — “The Buddha
has very explicitly said that ‘there is no
God (issara) and (hence) the world is
without a protector.’ In addition to this,

we have to say that the entire movement
of Buddhism is a denial of the idea of
God. The rejection of the Vedic authority,
creationism and the concept of grace and
the advocation of the self-reliance in the
path to liberation — all amount to a rejec-
tion of God.”

One of Dawkins’ main objections to
religion is the so-called ‘knowledge gap’.

‘Creationists eagerly seek a gap in
present-day knowledge or understanding.
If an apparent gap is found, it is assumed
that God, by default, must fill it... one of
the truly bad effects of religion is that it
teaches us that it is a virtue to be satisfied
with not understanding.’

This certainly can’t be said of Bud-
dhism.

Dawkins, in his book, further asserts -
“It is an essential part of the scientific
enterprise to admit ignorance, even to
exult in ignorance as a challenge to future
conquests. As my friend Matt Ridley has
written, ‘Most scientists are bored by
what they have already discovered. It is
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ignorance that drives them on.”

2,550 years ago, ignorance also drove
Prince Siddhartha Gotama to find the
solution to the problem of univer-

sal suffering, which he did when he
became the Buddha. From the moment
he learned that old age, sickness and
death affected everyone, even a prince,
Prince Siddhartha Gotama could not
rest until he found the answer he
sought.

Dawkins stresses the fact that religions
rely on their holy texts to make their
case, ignoring the evidence.

‘Fundamentalists know they are right
because they have read the truth in a holy
book and they know, in advance, that
nothing will budge them from their belief.
The truth of the holy book is an axiom, not
the end product of a process of reasoning.
The book is true, and if the evidence seems
to contradict it, it is the evidence that
must be thrown out, not the book.

In contrast, the Buddha said in the
Kalama Sutra -

‘Do not go upon what has been acquired
by repeated hearing; nor upon tradition;
nor upon rumour; nor upon what is in a
scripture; nor upon surmise; nor upon an
axiom; nor upon specious reasoning; nor
upon a bias towards a notion that has



been pondered over; nor upon another’s
seeming ability; nor upon the considera-
tion, ‘The monk is our teacher’

Kalamas, when you yourselves know:
‘These things are bad; these things are
blameable; these things are censured by
the wise; undertaken and observed,
these things lead to harm and ill,
abandon them....

Kalamas, when you yourselves know:
‘These things are good; these things are
not blameable; these things are praised by
the wise; undertaken and observed, these
things lead to benefit and happiness,’
enter on and abide in them.

The Buddhist approach is well stated by
Professor Y Karunadasa in his article
on The Significance of Vesak (POJ Issue
21 October to December 2006) -

‘As Buddhism is the religion of enlighten-
ment, it’s through wisdom and insight
and not through blind faith and devotion
that this final goal can be realized. In
Buddhism, the accent is on self-under-
standing, self-verification, and self-re-
alisation. This explains why Buddhism
gives its followers full freedom to inquire,
investigate or examine...

There is a general belief among some
people that a critical attitude and a spirit
of inquiry are not consistent with the
spiritual life. What'’s necessary is faith
and devotion. But the Buddhist position
is otherwise. From the Buddhist perspec-
tive, a critical attitude and a spirit of
inquiry, rather than being detrimental,

is very much salutary to the practice of a
spiritual life.

Professor Asanga elaborates further -

‘This statement to the Kalamas is
valuable as a proclamation of freedom of
thinking with regard to religious matters.
Nevertheless, this is a general statement
addressed to a group of people who are not
necessarily Buddhists... Therefore what

is more important... is to see whether

the Buddha allowed a similar freedom to
his immediate followers to inquire into
himself and his teachings.

In the Vimamsaka Sutta, the Buddha
allowed such a freedom. He requests that
his followers make investigations into

the nature of the Buddha himself... The
discourse further remarks that one should
investigate the Buddha to see whether or
not his behaviour is good or bad and that
this investigation has to be done nor for

a short time but for a long period of time
With the same spirit, the inquiry has to
be extended to the teaching of the Buddha

’

too.

All this does not, of course, make Bud-
dhism scientific.

Life after death, for example, cannot
be proved scientifically. According to
Buddhism, on the other hand, sentient
beings, including humans and animals,
will, when they die, be reborn in any of
6 realms of existence that include the
human, animal, ghostly and heavenly
realms.

To an atheist like Dawkins, believing in
life after death is but wishful
thinking -

‘Many religions, for example teach the
objectively implausible but subjectively
appealing doctrine that our personali-
ties survive our bodily death. The idea of
immortality itself survives and spreads
because it caters to wishful thinking. And
wishful thinking counts, because human
psychology has a near-universal tendency
to let belief be coloured by desire.’

And so, although he'd previously ex-
cluded Buddhism from the scope of his
book, Dawkins could not resist taking a
potshot at Buddhism -

‘I know of no evidence that atheists have
any general tendency towards unhappy,
angst-ridden despondence. Some atheists
are happy. Others are miserable. Simi-
larly, some Christians, Jews, Muslims,
Hindus and Buddhists are miserable,
while others are happy’.

This parting of ways is only to be
expected. The Buddha taught from his
own experience and insight. He did not
use the microscope or the stethoscope.
And even though Buddhism is said to
be ‘empirical’, it’s empirical in the sense
that its teachings (such as the Four No-
ble Truths of suffering, the cause of suf-
fering, the cessation of suffering and
the path that leads to the cessation of
suffering) can be verified by personal
experience, not experiments.

This, of course, is not sufficient for
science. Science requires a theory to
be observed and tested and the results
replicated under strict laboratory
conditions before it can be accepted as
a scientific fact.

Why then am I a Buddhist? Because I

accept the Buddha’s explanation that
actions have consequences, good, bad
or indifferent. And that if I act with
good, bad or indifferent intention, the
consequences will follow accordingly,
whether immediately or in the distant
future. [ accept this because of my own
observations and reflections of my own
life and those of people I know.

And so, I've found that the basic teach-
ings of the Buddha on loving kindness,
compassion and equanimity have a
direct relevance to my life. In addition,
the Buddha’s teachings on dependent
origination and emptiness enable me
to view this conflict-ridden world with
a degree of equanimity and a relatively
positive outlook.

In short, the Buddha’s teachings have
made a qualitative difference to my life
and I'm content to accept them as my
guide. They include rebirth (a small
part of the teachings not pivotal to the
core message of Buddhism in any case).

Whether or not there’s life after death,
my life has been, and continues to be,
benefited and enriched by the Bud-
dha’s teachings. I do not accept rebirth
because of ‘wishful thinking or fear of
falling into nothingness upon death.
Neither am I fixated on the idea of
eternal existence. What I do know is
thatif I can take care of today by being
mindful of my thoughts, speech and
actions (as our Bhante Dhammaratana
advises) tomorrow will take care of
itself.

What then if some day, science were to
prove (improbable as it may seem) that
there’s no life after death? So be it. His
Holiness the 14th Dalai Lama has said
that Buddhism being a religion of en-
lightenment and reality, as Buddhists,
we ought to accept any finding of sci-
ence that has been proved conclusively,
and jettison any Buddhist teaching
that runs contrary to scientifically
proven facts. To do otherwise would be
to go against the Buddha’s teachings on
non-attachment. Furthermore, like a
raft that has been used to cross a river,
even the Dharma, according to the
Buddha, has to be abandoned once it’s
achieved its purpose.

I would certainly recommend Dawkins’
book to readers.

..continued on page 8
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Monk Chat is an innovative scheme that
was introduced at a couple of Thai temples
in Chiangmai which house monastic
universities and schools a few years ago.
The intention was two-fold. To provide an
opportunity for novices and monks study-
ing or interested in the English language
to improve their skills and also for tourists
to learn about Buddhism and Thai culture
first hand and for free. Monk chat has
grown in popularity to the extent that it’s
mentioned in tourist guide books.

But there are fears. Monks or novices

may inadvertently be passing on wrong
or inaccurate information either because
they're not well-informed themselves

or they’re not able to speak English well
enough. And they themselves, particularly
teenaged novices, may in the process be
imbibing attitudes that are not quite com-
patible with their monastic vows.

Here, 2 students from the school where
I teach speak about their Monk Chat
experiences.
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I'm a high school student in Samak-
keewittayatan school in Chedi Luang
Temple in Chiang Mai city.

I've been a Monk Chat member for 2
years. I've talked with many tourists.
We talk about anything they would
like to know. All of them have different
questions, but most of the questions
are about Buddhism, a monk’s life, and
Thai culture.

Some really want to know about Bud-
dhism, and sometimes, it’s very hard
for me to answer them. Especially
when they ask about the ‘ultimate goal
of Buddhism.

Generally, they ask me questions like
‘How long have you been a monk?’. 1
answer that I've been a monk for 6
months, but (before that) I was a nov-
ice for 7 years.

They also ask ‘Why did you become a
monk? I tell them that [ want to (help)
preserve Buddhism. And, moreover, I
wanted to study the Buddha’s teaching
so that I can use it in my life.

I would also like to dedicate the merit I
make from praying and meditation to
my parents, especially my mother since
she can’t become a monk. Further-
more, our ancestors always taught (us)
that ordination in Buddhism is the
‘supreme charity’ (meritorious act) in
life. Since we only have one life, we be-
lieve this is the best way to reciprocate
the kindness of our parents..

Another question they ask is ‘What do
you think is the most important of

the Buddha'’s teaching? 1 usually reply
that the most important thing for

me to learn in Buddhism is that by
continually reviewing my actions, I can
develop awareness in my life. [ can do
this by asking myself these questions

- Who are you now? What are you doing
here?

In this way, I can look out for my faults
and correct them so as to improve
myself.

Moreover, Buddhism teaches people

to have wisdom in listening. Because,
according to the Buddha, it’s possible
to have faith and wisdom by listening.
The perfect man is also the perfect
listener. Nobody, the Buddha taught, is
unaffected by wisdom. Wisdom makes
man clever, and allows him to have
right view and be reasonable.

Have you ever chatted with Buddhist
monks? There are many things about
them that you may not know about
them or you may even misunderstand.
For example, when I was young, my
uncle told me that monks just stay in
the monastery and receive food and
donations from the lay people be-
cause they're lazy. At that time [ really
believed him but when [ grew up and
went to school, I learned the truth and

now I don’t believe him.

My name is Petpichai Sansong. I was
born in a poor family in Nan Province
in the north of Thailand. I did not
have any money to continue my school
education after I finished Grade 8
(secondary 3). So I decided to ordain as
a Buddhist novice at Wat Chedi Luang
in Chiangmai city. I studied in the
school located in the Wat (Samakkhee
Witayatan School). We study the same
subjects as normal students do but we
have special classes in the evening for
studying the life history of the Lord
Buddha, his teachings (Dhamma) and
the Pali Language.

At the beginning, my English was
really poor. [ couldn’t speak to the
tourists whom [ met in the monastery
or outside. But not so long later, the
Buddhist University next to our school
established Monk Chat Club.

The purpose of this club is to help
students studying the English language
to improve their spoken English. When
we talk with tourists, we exchange
information with them about each
other’s culture. We inform them about
Buddhism, the Buddha, Buddhist
monks’ duties and anything else that
they want to discuss.

Since there’s this great opportunity

to improve my English, I try to go to
Monk Chat as much as possible. People
from various parts of the world - USA,
Europe, Asia, even South America

- come and visit us at Monk Chat.

Lynsay from the USA asked me - What
is the difference between ‘sin’ in Christi-
anity and ‘kamma’ in Buddhism?

[ explained it to her in this way. ‘Kam-
md’ in Buddhism is a Pali word that
means ‘actior’. It’s a neutral word that
includes both positive and negative
ations. Much depends on the intention
of the person performing the action. If
we do an act with a negative intention,
then the consequence will be a negative
one for us. If we do an act with a posi-
tive intention, then it’s a good action
for us.

The word ‘sin’, on the other hand, refers
only to bad actions.

Moreovet, a sin in Christianity is an act
that goes against God’s commandment
or law. In Buddhism, we do not have a
creator God.

..continued on page 8



The Dharma of Star Wars

by Matthew Bortolin

Published by Wisdom Publications
(2005)

Reviewed by Kim

Penning this review didn’t come easy as
I've procrastinated for a very long time
and have since forgotten the entire
story. Not that the book wasn't inter-
esting... [t was in fact very spellbind-
ing. But well... Things got out of hand.

[ jumped at the chance to do the review
initially because the title of the book
captivated me when I first saw it a very
long time ago (say... I think it was more
than 3 years ago... OooOh..)

Well, back to the topic. What I couldn’t
figure out was ‘Just where is the
Dharma in Star Wars?’

First and foremost, I must declare that
I am not fanatical about Star Wars. 1
liked the movies and that’s about it.

After I got my hands on the book and
began reading it, I realized that - ‘Hey!
It’s not so much that the storywriter of
Star Wars is Buddhist. The author saw
Dharma in the story!

Well, it fascinates me because I'm
struggling to be mindful of my daily
practice but there the author is, seeing
Dharma in Star Wars.

What I liked especially about the
book was that the author discussed
not just why Dharma exists in Star
Wars but also how he related it back
to the Buddha’s teachings and to our
current environment. That made it
more applicable and easier to follow
since it was closer to heart. Not an
easy task considering that the topics
discussed include the 4 Noble Truths,
the 5 Aggregates, Karma and the Noble
Eightfold Path.

The examples used and the in-depth
yet easy to follow style of writing made
reading this book simply a pleasure.

When I was watching the Star Wars
movies, I must confess that I was
listening to the conversations flying
around without giving them much
thought. That’s probably why it’s good
to read this book as I receive a ‘re-
fresher’ course on Star Wars. The book
quoted a lot of the conversations.

Consider this statement by Jedi Master
Qui-Gon Jinn to Obi-Wan -

“Don’t center on your anxieties, Obi-Wan,
keep your concentration here and now
where it belongs.”

What a wonderful Buddhist teaching
on being in the present, on mindful-
ness.

There was a scene described by the au-
thor where Luke went into a dark cave
beneath a huge, black tree and engaged
in a fight with Darth Vader.

‘From the misty gloom of the cave’s inte-
rior Darth Vader seems to appear. Luke
ignites his light saber, and after a brief ex-
change of blows he defeats the Dark Lord
of the Sith, separating his masked head
from his body. Yet despite this apparent
victory Yoda later calls Luke’s experience
in the cave a failure’.

Luke fails because he is unable to rec-
ognise that the supposed source of his
suffering - Darth Vader - is in fact him-
self. The dark side is all the suffering in
life. It is frustration, hatred, anger, and
all the negative feelings and thoughts
that come from within us. This was the
lesson that Yoda was teaching Luke.

To discuss interdependence, the author
Matthew quoted Obi-Wan —

‘You and the Naboo form a symbiont cir-
cle. What happens to one of you will affect
the other. You must understand this.

Matthew went on to elaborate on how
nothing is independent or dependent
but is interdependent, just as the tree
needs rain and rain needs the tree.
Nothing is totally independent and
does not need to rely on others. This
relates to the Buddhist concept of de-
pendent origination and non-self.

Reading this chapter brings about

in me a feeling of déja vu. It reminds
me of the teachings of a monk who
emphasises a lot on love, compassion
and the interdependent nature of

all things - Thich Nhat Hanh (TNH).
Flipping to the back, I read Matthew’s
acknowledgement of thanks to this
very compassionate monk.

Irecall a book by TNH where he men-
tioned that interdependence means a
part of him exists in his books, in the
smile of a child. This incident defi-
nitely endorses his stand as [ feel his
teachings in Matthew’s writing style
poignantly.

In Buddhism it is said: “if there is per-
ception, there is deception.”

Our mind has become burdened with
preconceptions, losing its child-like
nature that sees everything with
freshness and awareness. Matthew
highlighted this in the conversation
between Yoda and Luke:

‘Master, moving stones around is one
thing. This is totally different.

‘No! No different! Only different in your
mind. You must unlearn what you have
learned.

Our mind become fixated on concep-
tions and develop discrimination. To
regain our child-like nature, we have to
unlearn everything we have learned,
to get rid of our concepts and discrimi-
nating nature.

Matthew used Star Wars not just to
show where Dharma exists but also to
highlight where it doesn’t, as the con-
versation between Padme and Anakin
illustrates.

‘Are you allowed to love? I thought that
was forbidden for a Jedi .

‘Attachment is forbidden.... Compassion,
which I would define as unconditional
love, is central to a Jedi’s life. So you
might say that we are encouraged to love.

According to the book, it is not wise

to forbid attachment because we are
pushing away that desire, or suppress-
ing it and that will become suffering.
Attachment to that desire also leads to
desire. Instead, mindfully watch that-
desire and accept it but do not grasp.

WATTHEW BORTOLIN

“With humor and timoloss wisdom, Bortolin offers a new way
10 think about a pop culture phenomendn. Lead us to Yoda, he does™
Pudlshers Weekly




I like Matthew’s counter argument

to Anakin’s comment. Compassion is
unconditional love. However, it is not
the same as romantic love, which is
attached, dependent on and directed
to a specific individual. The remainder
of Anakin’s speech is word play to sup-
port his stand that he is ‘encouraged to
pursue Padme.

This concept does seem to be some-
thing most of us get mixed up with.

In discussing Right Effort, Matthew
brought up the Buddha’s teaching to
Sona, the monk who was a musician
before he was ordained. Sona’s ap-
proach to meditation was interfering
with his progress as he was trying too

hard.

“Tell me, Sona,” said the Buddha, “when
the strings of your lute were too taut, was
your lute tuneful and easily playable?”

“Certainly not, Oh Lord,” Sona said.
“And when the strings of your lute were

too loose, was your lute tuneful and easily

playable?”

“And when the strings of your lute were
too loose, was your lute tuneful and easily
playable?”

“Certainly not, Oh Lord,” the musician
repeated.

“But when, Sona, the strings of your lute
were neither too taut nor too loose, but
adjusted to an even pitch, did your lute
then have a wonderful sound and was it
easily playable?”

“Certainly, Oh Lord.”

“Similarly, Sona, if energy is applied too
strongly, it will lead to restlessness, and if
energy is too lax it will lead to lassitude.
Therefore, Sona, keep your energy in bal-
ance and balance the spiritual faculties
and in this way focus your attention.”

‘The deep commitment of a Jedi is neces-
sary, but our intensity should be tempered
with ease. If it is not, the too taut string

of our effort may snap’.

a bit overly enthusiastic and push
ourselves a bit too hard then find that
we lack the energy to sustain long-term
practice. This might end up causing
discouragement. Or we might have
been too critical of ourselves for not
being able to meet the high standards
that we set for our practice.

Perhaps we should take a leaf from
Matthew’s book -

“When we fail for whatever reason, our
judgmental mind criticizes us and we pun-
ish ourselves. However, we seem to have
forgotten that we can reap wisdom and
understanding from our failure, which we
can learn from failure and grow.”

This book has a section that I love

— ‘Zen contemplations for the would-be
Jedi’ - which contains short quotes
and verses. I would like to like to end
with -

‘Like the twin towers of Tatooine, wisdom
and compassion give light and life to the
JOY

world of darkness’.
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How Karma Works

The Twelve Links of Dependent Arising
by Geshe Sonam Rinchen

Translated and edited by Ruth Sonam
Reviewed by Kok Keong

‘On one occasion King Utrayana sent King
Bimbisara a very precious and special
jewel. It had the power to give a feeling

of well-being and to remove poison when
touched. Since the jewel was priceless,

this proved quite an embarrassment to
King Bimbisara, who felt obliged to send a
gift of equal value. His ministers tried to
estimate the value of the jewel, but when
they calculated it in gold coins, it turned
out to be ten million gold coins. How could
they reciprocate with a gift worth ten
million gold coins? They could not think of
a solution...

Seeing this, one of his ministers suggested
to the king that he should consult the
Buddha’

Eventually, King Bimbisara wrote to
King Utrayana, telling him to make

grand preparations to receive ‘a gift

that transcended all other gifts’.

That priceless gift, as you might have
guessed, was a painting depicting the
principle of twelve-linked Dependent
Arising, the essence of Buddhism.

The story continues —

‘Through the arrival of this gift past posi-
tive imprints were awakened in the king
and his court. The king took the painting
to his private quarters. That evening he
looked carefully at the twelve images
around the edge and read the verses.
Throughout the night he thought very
deeply about this whole twelve-part proc-
ess in forward and reverse sequence, and
in the course of this intensive meditation
he reached the stage of a stream enterer,
that is, he had direct perception of the
truth’.

For someone new to the teaching of
Dependent Arising like me, I must say
nothing inspires me more than the
above story, which was narrated by
the author in Chapter 13. No doubt,
this story reinforces one message — the
Dharma is invaluable and immeasur-

able.

Although karma is a term many Bud-
dhists are familiar with, the under-
standing behind this word and the
impact it has on the way Buddhists live
seem to vary. Some people constantly
remind themselves not to commit bad

actions for fear of incurring retribution
or bad rebirths, while others are very
much preoccupied with doing as many
good deeds as possible believing that
they will then be assured of some good
returns or a favourable rebirth.

To a certain extent, these 2 ways of ap-
prehending and practising karma may
seemn sufficient. But at a deeper level,

a deeper understanding of how karma
works through understanding Depend-
ent Arising is nevertheless crucial if we
hope to attain what the Buddha wants
us to attain - liberation from samsara
(cycle of existence).

Since the Buddha’s final nirvana, many
Buddhist masters and teachers have,
for the benefit of all, tried to make this
teaching more accessible. This bock is
a good example.

The author quotes the teachings of

the great master Nagarjuna to explain
the 12 links, the reason being that the
master’s way of presenting the subject-
matter is extremely terse and concise.

From the 26th chapter of great Nagar-
juna’s Treatise on the Middle Way, igno-
rance being the 1st link is explained as
follows:

Obscured by ignorance, existence recurs
From performing any of the three kinds
Of formative actions through which
One goes on to another rebirth

In general, ignorance refers to the
failure to understand reality. In this
context, ignorance is the state of not
understanding that phenomena lack
intrinsic existence. As long as we con-
tinue to have a strong feeling of “I” that
we cling to, our misconception of this
self remains, hence ignorance.

According to the author, the innate
sense of “I” and “others” that follows
from this ignorance results in attach-
ment of what is considered as hap-
piness and pleasant to this self and
aversion towards anything that is seen
as other and hostile. The subsequent
formative action that follows — physi-
cally, mentally or verbally - will stem
from the intention to prevent others
from taking away what we perceive as
pleasant or happiness, and to protect
ourselves from what we perceive as
harm. This action, meritorious, de-
meritorious or unfluctuating, will keep
us within the cycle of existence.

The moment a formative action ceases,
it leaves an imprint on consciousness,
which forms the 3rd link. At this mo-
ment, this consciousness is termed
causal consciousness. As the author
explains, we all have a vast store of
imprints from numerous positive and
negative actions we have performed.
What sort of rebirth we take is depend-
ent upon what sort of imprint ripens at
the moment of death.

Nagarjuna explains it in the next
stanza:

Conditioned by formative action,
Consciousness enters rebirth.

When consciousness has entered,
Name and form come into being.

To answer how consciousness con-
tinues on to next rebirth, the author
continues —

‘It does so when the death process is
complete and the moment of death occurs.
This is simultaneous with the beginning of
the intermediate state. In the case of a hu-
man rebirth, the being of the intermediate
state ceases to exist at the moment when
consciousness enters the fertilised ovum
in the womb of the mother. The end of
intermediate existence and the beginning
of human existence are simultaneous. The
final moment of death process is like a
deep sleep; the intermediate state is like
dreaming and conception like waking. The
fourth link, name and form, describes the
moment of conception. “Name” refers to
the four aggregates of feeling, discrimina-
tion, compositional factors and conscious-
ness, while “form” refers to the physical
embryo. The entity of the being has come
into existence, after which development
takes place”

Unlike causal consciousness that comes
from an imprint implanted from form-
ative action, this consciousness that is
simultaneous with the 4th link, name
and form, at the time of conception in
the womb, is referred to as resultant
consciousness.

What follows after the name and form
is the 5th link called the six sources,

which refers to the various sense facul-
ties — eye, nose, ear, tongue, touch and
mind. These 6 sense faculties gradually
develop with the growth of the foetus.

The 6th link, contact, is the conse-
quence of coming together of the sense
faculty, sense object and conscious-
ness. [t also refers to the ability to



distinguish whether objects, such as
smells, sounds, or tastes, are pleasant,
unpleasant, or neutral.

The response to contact forms the 7th
link called feeling, which can be agree-
able feelings or sensations, disagree-
able feelings or sensations, or neutral
feelings.

Craving, being the 8th link, is con-
ditioned by feeling. The craving is

for pleasurable feelings to continue,
painful feelings to end, and for neutral
feelings to sustain. The relationship
between feeling and craving can never
be clearer than the following stanza by
master Nagarjuna-

Conditioned by feeling there is craving
And the craving is for feeling
Whenever there is this craving
Grasping of four kinds arises.

As mentioned by the author, as craving
becomes stronger, grasping follows,
which represents the 9th link. Many
people may think that the object of
grasping is something physical. How-
ever, this is not necessary so. Grasping
of the 4 kinds, as stated in the last line
of the above stanza, refers to grasping
at object of senses; grasping at philo-
sophical views; grasping at different
forms of ethical discipline and modes
of conduct as supreme; and grasping at
the self.

Craving and grasping are disturbing
emotions that will activate the vast
store of imprints left on consciousness
from past formative actions, hence
setting it ready for the next existence.
Existence, the 10th link, also marks the
complete readiness for next rebirth. At
the moment of our death, disturbing
emotions have the potential to trigger
negative imprints, thus leading to bad
rebirths. As revealed by the author,
dying with a peaceful frame of mind
with feelings of faith and kindness is
important, as this will trigger imprints
that can lead to a good rebirth.

Birth forms the 11th link. As many
people understand it, birth occurs
when a baby leaves the womb of the
mother. However, when the result-

ant consciousness of a living being is
present in the mother’s womb at the
time of conception (the occurrence of
4th link), birth has already taken place.

To many of us, ageing may refer to a
later phase of our life when cur body

and mind become feeble and hair
begins to turn grey or white. But in the
context here, ageing starts the moment
after conception. As the foetus begins
to develop into a baby, a child and
finally an adult, the ageing process has
already come into play. This process
happens every moment as we breathe
and it brings us closer to one inevita-
bility - death. Hence ageing and death
forms the final link, the 12th link. If
the 4 aggregates in the 4th link (name
and form) is part of the conception of
a new living being, then ageing is the
ripening of these aggregates and death
is the process of letting go of these
aggregates.

Indeed, some people may view the
workings of karma, especially the
ripening of negative ones, as fate. They
wish it would never happen to them. In
more extreme cases, some would even
wallow in self-pity and despair, blam-
ing karma for causing them misery.
Feeling dejected, many fail to see that
karma is also an opportunity for them
to start turning things around for the
better, and to insure a better rebirth at
the very least

Understanding the workings of cyclic
existence, developing aversion to the
suffering that it entails and meditating
on the 12 links of Dependent Aris-

ing are what it takes to pull ourselves
out of this cyclic trend of suffering. In
other words, if Dharma is akin to a raft
that can ferry us across to the other
shore of liberation, the knowledge of
this itself is not sufficient to bring us to
liberation unless we take the first step
to hop onto this raft and start paddling
(practising) faithfully and tirelessly.

Until we achieve direct perception into
the workings of Dependent Arising,
we will still be bound by the prison of
cyclic existence.

And even if breaking out of the cycle
of existence is not achievable in this
lifetime, the right effort that had been
putin can at least bring about a more
favourable rebirth for such spiritual
practice to continue. Ultimately, as
long as we have the will, right effort
and right understanding, the goal is
there for all to reach.

According to the author, among the 6
realms of existence, birth as a human
being is the best state for spiritual
practice with the potential for the
highest chance of achieving final

liberation from cyclic existence. The
following stanza by the great master,
Shantideva (in The Way of the Bodhisat-
tva) best explains the importance of
making hay while the sun shines in this
fortunate human existence -

Take advantage of this human boat;
Free yourself from sorrow’s mighty
stream!

This vessel will be later hard to find.
The time that have now, you fool, is not
for sleep!

Unless we have full control over our
lives on earth, putting off something
important to a later date can be avery
foolish thing to do. When life and
death is just one breath away, who can
predict when would be the last?

I would certainly recommend this

book written by the author with such
authority and clarity to anyone who’s
interested in improving his or her
understanding and practice of the
Dharma. After all, wasn’t it the Buddha
himself who reportedly said — ‘He who
sees Dependent Arising sees the Dhar-
JOY

ma’?

The opinions expressed in this news-
letter are those of the authors and
interviewees concerned and in no way
represent the views of the editoy, the
Buddhist Library. We accept no respon-
sibility for any organisation, product,
service or any other matter featured or
advertised.

We welcome contributions which we
may edit, if accepted. Write to -

The Editor, The Path of Joy, Buddhist
Library, No.2 & 4, Lorong 24A
Geylang, Singapore 398526.

Email: joyeditor@gmail.com

Fax: 6741-7689

Phone: 6746-8435

BL’s website: www.buddhlib.org.sg

Please include name and contact de-
tails. We may publish letters of general
interest, subject to editing.



Date: 6th May 2007
Venue: Grandcourt Vegetarian Restaurant
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