Bhante Says
Women in
Buddhism

This year people all over the world
are following the US elections
closely because for the first time
a woman could be elected as the
president of the most powerful
country in the world.

Exciting as this may be, there
have, nevertheless, been female
presidents and prime ministers in
the world before, including my
home country, Sri Lanka. Several
countries like Germany, New
Zealand and Liberia currently
have women leaders.

Women have indeed progressed

far in their quest to be treated as
the equal counterparts of men.

Yet there is still much room for
improvement. One of the areas in
which women are often seen as
not being given equal treatment
is religion.

Some people, especially in the
west, for example, think that
Buddhism is ‘sexist'.

Yet, if we have studied and
understood the Buddha's life
and teachings, we know that this
simply is not true.

During the Buddha’s life, afamous
king called King Kosala went
to see the Buddha. The Buddha
looked at the king and realised
that he was very sad.

The Buddha asked him why he
was so unhappy.

The king said, ‘My beloved queen
delivered a baby girl." He, of
course, expected a baby boy and
blamed the queen for failing to
give him an heir to the throne.

The Buddha admonished the
king for harbouring this wrong
attitude. He told the king that
there is no difference between
boys and girls as both are human
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beings. A wise and virtuous lady
can be even greater than a man.

The Buddha pointed out that
ladies have a very special duty
- as mothers — to bring up their
childrenas good citizens. Thisdoes
not mean that husbands have no
role to play. They do but when it
comes to character building and
moral development, the mother
plays a greater part. You must
have heard the old saying — ‘The
hand that rocks the cradle rules
the world.'

Generally speaking, at a very
young age, children are much
closer to their mothers and they
learn things more from the
mother. In probably 99.9% of
cases, this is true. We can say that
the first teacher of children is the
mother.

So the Buddha's attitude
towards women was open and
compassionate.

Today | would like to discuss a
sutra which the Buddha taught to
a virtuous female devotee by the
name of Visakha. In this sutra, the
Buddha spoke to Visakha about
8 qualities that can help ladies
make progress both in this and
future lives.
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The first set of 4 qualities is
helpful for progress in this life
and the second set of 4 qualities
for progress in the next and
future lives.

Another way of putting it is to say
that the first 4 qualities are for
mundane worldly progress and
the other 4 for spiritual progress.

Of course, many of these qualities
are also applicable to men but the
Buddha specifically mentioned
women because hewasaddressing
Visakha, a woman.

The thing | want to emphasise
here is that if we view the
Buddha’s words in the context of
Indian society more than 2,500
years ago, it's clear that the
Buddha not only treated women
fairly but was ahead of his time.

The Buddha referred to work
done by women both inside and
outside the home.

In the olden days, there were
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no big industries. Agriculture
was prevalent but there were
industries too, mainly cottage
industries. Actually, the products
the ladies made were very fine
and sophisticated. For example,
silk was produced andtransported
by way of the silk road.

Although industries those days
were small, the lady must know
all aspects of her work well.

If a lady has servants or workers
working under her, she must be
familiar with the capacity of each
individual subordinate. She needs
to be not only intelligent but also
observant to be able to do this.

She must also be able to delegate
work well.

If anyone is unable to do her job
well, the lady must be able to
teach him or her how to improve
his or her capacity.

She must also be able to take care
of her workers who are sick.

Respect between spouses s
essential for harmony in the
home.

If there is no harmony in the
home, it's extremely difficult to
achieve progress. There would be
many problems.

It's quite a well-known thing
that men are not so capable

of guarding wealth as well as
women. Men can be quite careless
with money

Being able to manage wealth
properly is not a matter
of stinginess. It requires
intelligence.

And being thrifty is quite different
from being stingy.

Nowadays, many people including
Buddhists, misunderstand the
nature and place of faith and
devotion and think that they are
not important.

Of course, blind faith s
dangerous and wrong but faith
based on understanding is a very
necessary quality. Trying to lead
a spiritual life without faith is
like attempting to build a house
without a foundation.

Taking refuge in the Buddha,
Dharma and Sangha means
that we take the Buddha, his
teachings and the great followers
as our role models. We must have
strong faith and great respect and
appreciation to be able to do this.
It won't happen automatically.

The act of taking refuge is the
beginning of a Buddhist life and
so it's very important especially
in the Mahayana tradition. The
motivation for taking refuge is
crucial but often we do it in a
ritualistic fashion.

Unless we have a proper
understanding of the qualities
of the Buddha, his wisdom, his
compassion and how he helped
people, we won't be able to have
profound faith in him.

Itissaid thatin his life, the Buddha

reserved only 2 hours for himself.
For 45 years, he devoted 22 hours
per day to helping others.

When he attained enlightenment,
the Buddha could have enjoyed
the bliss, calmness and mental
peace of an enlightened being
without doing anything else. But
he did not do that. Out of great
compassion, he did everything to
help others.

And so it's important that we
realise that we are paying respect
to a teacher of the highest level
or capacity.

And remember that taking
refuge is not just for one day.
The commitment must be firmly
planted for the whole of our
lives. Indeed, in the Mahayana
(which includes the Tibetan
tradition) devotees take refuge
in the Triple Gem until they attain
enlightenment which could span
countless lifetimes.That is why
people say that Buddhism is so
difficult to practise.

But, of course, it's difficult to
practise. How can you observe
even the 5 precepts if you don't
have faith in the Buddha? Energy
can only come from faith.

Without discipline, you can't
even do bad things, let alone
good things. For example, even
to catch a fish you need discipline
and patience. Of course, I'm not
asking you to go and fish.

Of course, discipline is extremely
importantinthe army. Soldiers are
punished for breach of discipline.
But Buddhist discipline is not
based on fear of punishment.

The 5 precepts — abstaining from
killing, taking what is not given,
having illicit sex, telling lies and
taking intoxicating substances -
are essential for the spiritual life
of a lay Buddhist. One needs to
have discipline in order to achieve
spiritual progress.

Being charitable does not mean
spending carelessly. One must
be able to manage wealth or
property and be thrifty. That
does not mean that one must be
greedy, selfish or stingy.

As a wife and mistress of the
household, a woman’s role
includes greeting and welcoming
guests to the house and helping
them as far as she’s able to.

Charity brings a lot of good results
which we don’t notice and we
should be charitable not only in
terms of giving money and things
but also in words.

For instance, when people are
nice or helpful to us, we should
not forget to thank them.

Talking about other peoples’
good qualities is also a form of
charity but very often we only
want other people to be very
charitable with their words to us.
This has to be a 2-way thing.

If we are charitable to others,
they will be kind to us and help
us when we need help although
this should not be our motivation
for helping others.

We can achieve all the other

good qualities but that won't be
enough. We need wisdom.

Without wisdom, we may
perform good deeds wrongly.
Giving money indiscriminately
to children, whether our own or
others’, for example, can spoil
them.

Above all, there's something
that, as Buddhists we ought to, at
least, have a basic understanding
of. We should know that
everything changes and nothing
lasts or stays the same forever.

For example, we can progress
very quickly in our careers but
that does not mean we can make
progress all the time. Sometimes
we can be happy but it does not
mean that throughout our lives
we will be happy.

And at any one particular time
we can be gainfully employed.
But the very next moment, we
can get retrenched.

Life is like that. It's not like a
carpeted, level floor. It can be
rough or smooth, pleasant or
unpleasant.

The knowledge that life is
impermanent is a kind of wisdom.
It's a shock absorber that cushions
us from the rough and bumpy
road of life.

This is a very important sutra that
modern day Visakhas also need
to understand.

Bhante B Dhammaratana
Religious Advisor
Buddhist Library
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Mother knows best

This year is a momentous year
for Chalerm, a Thai teenager aged
20. He has reached the age when
he may have to begin serving his
national service.

In Thailand, males aged 20 years
draw lots to see whether or not
the government requires their
service. If they pick red, they
have to serve. If black, they're off
the hook.

It's not surprising that most of
them prefer to pick a black card.
After all, serving in the Thai army
could mean being deployed in
one of the 3 southern provinces
of Yala, Narathiwat and Pattani
where casualties are common and
soldiers are even issued amulets
to augment the protection of
their normal military weapons.

The day before, Chalerm pays
respects to his parents and the
guardian deity of the village.
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Like most Thais, Chalerm and
his parents, although Buddhists,
propitiate deities and spirits to
protect them from danger and
ensure a good life. They even
make animal sacrifices.

This morning, Chalerm sacrifices
some chickens to the village
deity.

He refuses to apply for a place
in the university before the day
of his national service lottery
not because he does not want
to waste time (after all, there's
a 50 percent chance that he will
end up in the army) but because
he believes that it's bad luck to
make preparations for his future
just yet.

Chalerm’s parents will do anything
to ensure that their son escapes
the draft . Yes, even pay a bribe
to the authorities, if only they
could afford it.

Just the day before, they'd been
to see the village temple monk for
blessings. But they couldn’t afford
to make the standard offering of
1,000 bahts that's required.

On the fateful day, Chalerm
wakes up early to report at the
local school for the ballot. It's a
working day and his parents have
to put food on the table, come
rain or shine, so they don't go
with him.

At around 4 pm, Chalerm’s
neighbour shouts for his father.
It's Chalerm on the phone. With
his heart pounding, the old man
awaits the news.

The young man is silent for what
seems to his dad like ages.

Unable to take the tension
anymore, the old man blurts
out, ‘So did you draw red or
black, son?’'

"Neither,” the young man finally
says. ‘They only required 53
servicemen and exactly 53 signed
up to join the army. So the rest
of us got letters to say that our
service is not required.’

The old man has never felt so
relieved in his entire life.

This simple story reminds me of
my late illiterate mother. She had
great faith in the Buddha, Dharma
and Sangha but nevertheless
meticulously observed the
traditional Chinese ceremony
of making animal sacrifices to
the deities and family ancestors
every year.

When someone in the family
became sick or there was any
other problem, usually financial,
she would take a trishaw to
the nearby soothsayer’s house,
with me tagging along, to
consult him.

The soothsayer often issued a
piece of paper with some magical
words written on it. My mum
would take the talisman home,
burn it and put the ashes in a
glass of water. The patient would
have to drink the remedy as soon
as possible.

One fine day, a SriLankan temple
opened less than a mile from
where we lived. My mum brought
all her children to the temple and
enrolled us in the Sunday School.

Every Sunday, she would ensure
that we went to Sunday classes.

| would often run and hide, but
all my efforts were in vain, in the
face of a determined woman with
a long cane.

Eventually, my mother’s efforts
paid off.

The children received a proper
education in Buddhism. And we
ended up passing off some of the
things we studied to our mother
at lunches and dinners and other
family occasions.

In time, my mum ceased her
non-Buddhist  practices and
faithfully practised the Dharma
as a layperson until she passed
away. She even sat quietly for
long hours listening to teachings
given by His Holiness the Dalai
Lama in languages she did
not understand.

Reflecting on all this, | could
not help but wonder when

Chalerm and his parents would
have the good fortune to be
able to undertake the proper
practice of the Dharma and be
able to face their future, come
what may, without the crutch
of superstition.

In this issue, our Bhante B
Dhammaratana comments on
a sutra in which the Buddha
explained to a virtuous lady
named Visakha the 8 practices
that a woman has to undertake.
Completing these  practices,
the woman would make great
progress not only in this life
but also in future lives. And not
only in mundane matters but
also spiritually.

Bhante points out that the
Buddha was ahead of his time
in his treatment of women and
stresses that, in the vast majority
of cases, it's the mother who
plays the pivotal role in the

moral education and character
development of her children.

When | read Bhante Says, it
suddenly dawned on me that
what Bhante says in this issue of
POJ could not have been more
true anywhere else than in my
own family.

Everything that I've managed
to achieve in my life, whether
educationally, professionally or
otherwise, | could not have done
without my mother’s inspiration,
guidance or help, especially in my
formative years as a child.

| speak for myself but my siblings,
I'm sure, would say the same
things about their own lives.

As always, | wish you pleasant
reading.

Chwee Beng
Editor

& Readers Write

By email
217 April 2008

Dear Chwee Beng

Warmest regards
Keith Liau

Reply by email
22 April 2008
Hi Keith

Nice to hear from you.

Warmest regards
Chwee Beng

E_l Editor

I refer to the editorial in POJ Issue 26 wherein you wrote “... the Buddha did not require his monks to be vegetarians”.

Contrary to the aforesaid, the Buddha actually prohibited his disciples from consuming meat and even spoke of the dire
consequences of meat-eating in the Surangama Sutra.

Kindly return my email with contact no. to enable me to arrange for a time and place to show you what the Buddha had taught.

When | said in my editorial that the Buddha did not require his monks to be vegetarians, | was speaking in the context of the early
Buddhist tradition and the Theravada sangha.

| thought that the context was clear because I spoke about alms rounds undertaken by monks.

As you are aware, vegetarianism was not part of the early Buddhist tradition and according to that tradition, the Buddha himself
ate whatever was offered to him, including meat. In the Jivaka Sutta, for example, the Buddha explained the circumstances under
which monks could eat whatever was offered to them.

When | wrote the editorial, | was of course aware of the different position of the Mahayana sangha with regard to vegetarianism
but I did not want to deviate from the main theme of my editorial and thereby lengthen it unnecessarily.

But perhaps, on hindsight, | should have explicitly mentioned that non-vegetarianism among monks did not apply to some sections
of the Mahayana clergy to avoid any misunderstanding.

Thank you very much for reading the editorial and bothering to write in.
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Buddha Heart

Parenting - Enrich
Your Family with
Buddhist Wisdom

and Compassion

by Dr C L Claridge
Published by

Vajra Publications,
Kathmandu, Nepal
(2007)

Reviewed by Sin Tho

| decided to review these 2 books
together as they both address the
same subject of parenting. They
represent a sampling of recent
books written by westerners that
apply the Buddha’s thoughts and
teachings to coping with the
challenges of daily family life in
Western societies.

As Buddhists, the authors of these
books both seem motivated to
want to ‘share (their) experience’
of the Buddha-Dhamma with
others, having been touched by
the Dhamma and finding that it
has helped them in their own lives
as parents and in their respective
spiritual paths.

The authors are both mothers
themselves. They draw on their
personal experiences.

Dr. Claridge, author of Buddha
Heart Parenting, has ‘worked

with thousands of parents’ and
that helped her refine the skills
and knowledge that are described

in her book.

In the words of Venerable Tenzin
Chonyi (Dr. Diana Taylor), a
touring teacher of the Foundation
for the Preservation of the
Mahayana Tradition, the value of
Buddha Heart Parenting is that
‘it combines Buddhist practice
with CL Claridge’s years of
working with children, including
her own'.

Dr Claridge has a degree in
child psychology and a PhD in
empowerment processes. She
has, for more than 25 years,
educated and counselled parents
in effective parenting skills and
based on Buddhist

principles and philosophy.

strategies

Sara Burns, author of ‘A Path
for Parents’, draws from her
experience to ‘identify the key

A Path for

Parents
by Sara Burns
Published by
Windhorse
Publications Ltd
(2007)

opportunities and obstacles for
growth within parenting.’

Sara Burns ‘brought Buddhism
into her life’ as she found, like
many of us, that after her second
child was born, she ‘did not have
time to step out of ...her... life to
practice Buddhism.’

Essentially both authors try not
to separate the spiritual aspects
of their lives or activities from
the ‘day-to-day realities of raising
children.’ For those who want to
bring Buddhism into their lives
at a practical level, these 2 books
serve as 'practical guides." Both
books make for easy reading.

'‘Buddha Heart Parenting’ with
only 227 pages contains appropriate
quotations from Buddhist suttas
and also fromvarious eminent Zen
teachers. Dr Claridge’s Vajrayana
inclination is evident from her use

1
May the joy of Vesak be
with you always



of the ‘two wings' of Buddhism
metaphor, comprising wisdom
and compassion. She creates
a powerful synergy between
parenting and Buddhism as an aid
and a guide to areader to become
an effective and compassionate
parent and an
Buddhist’,
Thich Nhat Hanh emphasising

‘engaged
a term coined by

‘action based on awareness.’

Dr Claridge coined and developed
the concept of ‘Buddha Heart
Parenting’ to 'provide parents,
grand parents and caregivers
with an ethical approach to
parenting and child-raising that is
based on the Buddhist principles
of compassion and wisdom.' This
approach ‘results in connected
relationships and self-empowered
children.’

Buddha Heart in Buddhist
terminology is ‘Buddha Nature'.
'‘When we understand that
all sentient beings have the
same innate nature that wants
happiness and doesn’t want to
suffer, we are more easily able
to maintain compassion and
loving-kindness.'

We all have a tendency to focus on
ourselves. We tend to think that
other people and our children
make us feel angry, hurt, etc
through their behaviour. Buddha
Heart Parenting gives us skills
to look at the underlying causes
of our children’s behaviour, and
realise that their behaviour is
driven by how they feel.

To understand why people behave
the way they do, Dr Claridge
advises that we shift the focus

12
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from ourselves to others. From
looking firstly at the causes of
our children’s behaviour and the
behaviour of members of our
immediate family, we can then
look at our wider family. What we
see is that behind all unskillful or
inappropriate action lies suffering
- these people also suffer and
want happiness. We can then feel
heart-warming love for our wider
family. From this heart-warming
love comes compassion, that is,
a desire for others to be free of
suffering and its causes.

The aim of this book for
Dr Claridge was to ‘enable us to
be Buddhas, to awaken the
Buddha within us and let that
guide all that we do in our
parenting role.’

Sara Burns' ‘A Path for Parents’
is ‘not about how to be a good
parent, how to raise happy
children, or how to provide
children with a spiritual context.’

The book is written in the belief
that ‘our spiritual growth can
only have a positive effect on
our children." It tries to answer
questions such as “How do we
lead rich and meaningful spiritual
lives in the context of parenting?
... How can we understand our
everyday experience in the context
of our spiritual aspirations?”

Sara Burns was born in 1962
and spent her early childhood in
Barnes, London. She was raised
a Catholic and became a regular
member of the local church
congregation.

Sara has two children. She first
came across Buddhism in Nepal
in 1990, and then became

involved in the establishment of
the Northern London Buddhist
Centre in the early 1990s. She
was ordained within the Western
Buddhist Order in 2005 and given
the name Karunagita, which
means 'song of compassion’.

Since 1998, Sara has raised her
children largely on her own and
has worked as a consultant for a
range of charities and voluntary
organizations, joining forces with
2 other women in 2003 to set
up a partnership. She currently
lives in North London with her
2 children.

Sara Burns covers in 7 chapters
over 158 pages the salient
teachings of the Buddha and
how these teachings can be
internalised and manifested in
the way we behave and conduct
ourselves in daily lives and how
we relate to our children.

In particular, Sara Burns explains
in lay-person terms the Buddha'’s
use of loving-kindness, generosity,
mindfulness, cultivation of
wisdom in acknowledging the
impermanence of all phenomena
and an understanding of the
Four Noble Truths, and ethical
values, cultivation of the mind
and the importance of patience,
and being firmly committed
to and having confidence in
the path.

I would recommend both these
books to those who will soon
become parents or want to
become better parents.

DBock G
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THIICH NHAT HANH

The Energy

of Prayer

by Thich Nhat Hanh
Published by Parallax Press

Reviewed by Kim Li

What first drew my attention to
the little book is not its title, nor
its cover.

It's the name on the book. The
author’s name - Thich Nhat Hanh.

He's one of my favourite authors
because he writes simple yet
powerful books, explaining difficult
concepts in language that’s easy to
understand and follow. His energy
and compassion can be felt from his
words in the book.

What is prayer? Usually, the first
thing that comes to mind when |
hear the word ‘prayer’ is people
asking for wishes to be granted
to them. Alternatively, | think of
Christians because the term is used
more commonly in association
with Christianity.

What then is prayer in Buddhist
terminology? It is our spiritual
practice.

Whom do we pray to? We usually
visualise the Buddha or we have a
statue of the Buddha in front of us.

This establishes a connection
between the Buddha and us. To

aid the visualisation, a short gatha
(@ verse or hymn) is mentioned in
the book:

'The one who bows and the one
who is bowed to are both, by
nature, empty.’

From the book, | realise that reciting
a sutra (discourse by the Buddha) is
also a form of prayer.

The mindfulness that is put into
the chanting brings us back to
the present moment, and instills
the imprint of the teachings in
our mental consciousness. This is
something that I've often thought
about, yet am always unable to
explain satisfactorily when asked
why Buddhists chant.

Chanting can also bring us back
to why we are Buddhists. From
chanting, we re-affirm our desire to
be out of samsara (the cycle of births
and rebirths) and our aspirations
to be able to help others do the
same. It also brings us in touch with
our compassion.

Along the path of practice, I've
come to realise as | chant (especially
if it is an unfamiliar sutra) that my
mind is usually in full concentration
on the words. Perhaps chanting is
then also a means, a tool we use
to help us to build up the energy
of concentration.

It is noted in the book that there
are 2 elements of effective prayer.
1 is the communication between
ourselves and the one we are
praying to. The 2™ element is
the energy.

Mindfulness of the present moment
will bring our concentration back
into focus.

Thay (which means Teacher in
Vietnamese) as Thich Nhat Hanh
is usually called, also touches on
meditation as a form of prayer.
Meditation brings forth mindfulness,
concentration and  insight.
These energies help to create an
atmosphere of peace and serenity

which benefits not ourselves alone
but also people around us.

In a light-hearted manner, Thay
brings our attention to our
tendency to bargain when we say
our prayers.

For instance, we pray for Ven so-
and-so to live a longer life so that
more people can benefit from
their teachings. According to the
book, while there is nothing wrong
with such deep-rooted wishes, we
should look deeply as we pray to
understand what is happening in
our consciousness. With a clearer
understanding of the basis of our
prayers, we will be able to generate
more love and compassion, to cut
down on our desires and to increase
our insight.

With each prayer, we will also
dedicate the merits. This sending of
spiritual energy, as Thay mentions
in the book, is not superstition. The
collective energy of mindfulness
especially in a spiritual community
is able to produce clarity and
understanding, bringing about love
and compassion which in turn will
improve the collective consciousness
as a community.

There are many meditation
techniques mentioned in the book
but | would like to close with an
excerpt from one that is most
beautiful to me.

Breathing in, | know I'm breathing
in.

Breathing out, | know I'm breathing
out.

Breathing in, | calm my whole body.
Breathing out, | love my body.

Breathing in, | smile to my whole
body.

Breathing out, | release the tension
in my body.

Breathing in, | dwell in the present
moment.
Breathing out, it is a wonderful
moment.
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