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Bhante Says

“What are
the important
' practices for
A\ attaining
enlightenment?”

This was the question that Venerable Sariputta, one of the 2 leading
disciples of the Buddha, asked the Buddha in a short discourse called the
Kingsila Sutta.

Let me explain the background of sutras. How did the Buddha usually
came round to expounding such discourses?

The Buddha usually gave teachings for a variety of reasons.

Sometimes, the Buddha asked the monks a question. When the monks did
not answer or give appropriate answers, the Buddha would give a sermon
to guide the monks.

In some cases, certain incidents happened and, based on those incidents,
the Buddha delivered his sermons.

In other cases, the Buddha, on realising that a certain disciple’s mind
was ripe for enlightenment, gave a sermon to guide him towards
enlightenment.

Usually, the Pali word ‘sila’ means morals or ethics. And so we talk
about the layman’s 5 or 8 precepts or even the monk’'s 227 higher

ordination precepts.

But in the title of this discourse, the meaning of the term 'sila’ is quite
different.

Here the term refers to practices.
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Why did Venerable Sariputta ask the Buddha this
question?

During the Buddha’s life, a young man from a very rich
family of bankers ordained as a disciple of Venerable
Sariputta. He was the only son in his family but he
gave up everything in order to become a monk.

Most probably, owing to his family background, the
young monk felt an urgency to attain enlightenment.
He thought he could do this pretty soon.

And because of this sense of urgency, the young
man soon became disappointed. After training under
Venerable Saritputta for some time, he thought he
was not making much progress.

In the end, Venerable Sariputta found it difficult
to train this young monk. So he brought him to see
the Buddha.

In the presence of the young monk, Venerable
Sariputta asked the Buddha, “What are the practices
necessary for attaining enlightenment?”

He thought that the Buddha's answer would be
helpful to his young disciple and help him resolve
his problem.

In response, the Buddha answered as follows.
Avoiding obstinacy and carelessness

A person who wants to attain enlightenment should
not be obstinate. Stubbornness goes with pride. The
ego is very strong.

When a stubborn disciple sees his teacher, he starts to
think. “I know so much already. How can this teacher
help me?”

In this way, he expects too much from his teacher.

But, ironically, in a sense, he doesn’t have such high
expectations from himself. He only expects a lot from
his teacher. He wants his teacher to do everything.

To be able to understand what a teacher is saying,
a student should be humble enough to keep an
open mind.

If we are stubborn and proud, how can we understand
the Dharma?
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This can be clearly illustrated by a story also taken
from the Buddha’s life.

King Bimbisara, one of the Buddha’s closest friends,
had a queen whose beauty was legendary.

The King received many teachings from the Buddha.
As a result, eventually he attained the 2", even the
3 stage of enlightenment. (In Buddhism, there are
4 stages of enlightenment).

But the Queen refused to accompany the King
whenever he went to listen to the Buddha's teachings,
even though the King made special arrangements for
her to go with him.

Why did the queen feel this way?

Because she had a lot of pride in her beauty and
the Buddha used to talk about the impermanence
of beauty.

Later, realising this, the Buddha changed his approach.
He talked to the queen in a different way. As a result,
the queen was able to listen to the teachings and
benefit from them. In the end, she even attained the
2" stage of enlightenment.

Knowing the right time to approach the teacher

Some people think that if they can have access to the
teacher all the time (or what nowadays we call '24/7"),
they can attain enlightenment easily.

This can be seen commonly in the west. Certain
popular people have many followers. They are called
groupies.

Dharma students should not be like groupies, blindly
following the teacher. There will be no benefit in such
a situation.

It's not necessary to follow the teacher all the time.
We should be mature enough to decide for ourselves
the appropriate time to approach the teacher.

Nevertheless, there are certain times when it is
necessary to see the teacher personally.

For example, when we do meditation practice daily,
we may face certain problems like fear or doubt.
At such times, of course, we should go and see the
teacher.
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On the other hand, from the teacher’s side, a good
teacher will always have time for a student who
deserves attention and help.

Let me give an example.

At one time the Buddha was living in Jetavana Grove.
A young man who lived more than 1,000 miles away
heard about the Buddha and wanted desperately to

go and see him.

He became an ascetic and walked all the way to find
the Buddha.

When he was approaching Jetavana Grove, he came
upon the Buddha who was performing his daily

alms round.

Right there and then, the young man requested
teachings from the Buddha.

Of course, the Buddha had to decline, saying that he
was going to collect his food at that time.

But the young man persisted.

For the 2" time, the Buddha gave him the same
answer.

Then, for the 3™ time, the young man asked the
Buddha to teach him.

This time he said to the Buddha “Venerable Sir, | have
come a long way. Please give some teachings, even a
very short one.”

Upon hearing this, the Buddha finally relented.
Being diligent in training

Venerable Sariputta’s disciple was so engrossed in
getting results that he had slackened in his efforts in
putting into practice what he was taught.

Similarly, we should all be careful that we do not fail to
putinto practice whatwe aretaughtwithsomewisdom
and equanimity.

Setting priorities

Dharma should be a student’s first and last concern.
He must live according to the Dharma.

Venerable Sariputta’s disciple wanted very much to

attain enlightenment. There was no doubt about this.
But his priorities were wrong.

His pride or ego was his first priority, instead of
practising the Dharma.

Nowadays, when we talk about practising the Dharma,
it's very difficult.

We live a very sophisticated way of life. Practising the
Dharma in such a context can seem impossible.

It is understandable that earning a livelihood
especially in a modern environment has to be
accorded 1% priority. But, even if that were the
case, surely spiritual practice must at least be given
2"d priority.

But, of course, in the case of a monk like Venerable
Sariputta’s disciple, there's no doubt that practising
the Dharma must always be his first and last priority.

In conclusion, | would stress that, even today, the
Buddha’s answer is very relevant.

Of course, today, we don’t think about attaining
enlightenment very often. But we should not lose
sight of the fact that a spiritual life still remains
very important.

Having said that, we should not go to the other
extreme and make the same mistake as Venerable
Sariputta’s disciple.

If we do, when we don’t get what we want, we
become disappointed or discouraged. We may even
think of giving up our spiritual practice.

Bhante B Dhammaratana
Religious Advisor
Buddhist Library

To be able to understand
what a teacher is saying,
a student should be

humble enough to keep

an open mind.



Minding our Mind in a Financial Meltdown

‘l am older now
| have more than what | wanted
But | wish that | had started
Long before | did

And there’s so much time to make up

Everywhere we turn )\

f

Time we had wasted on the way...’

Crosby, Stills & Nash — ‘Wasted on the Way’

The series of talks, seminars and meditation retreat
aptly titled ‘Balance of Heart and Mind’ held in
December 2008 and given by Dr B Alan Wallace was a
resounding success.

Oversubscribed and fully attended, it must surely rank
as one of the most successful events conducted by BL.
And not just in quantitative terms.

A participant in Alan’s meditation retreat was a
close friend of mine. (‘Sherman’ for the purpose of
this editorial.)

Life seldom, if ever, renders us, ordinary folk, a 2
chance. Except, perhaps, for Sherman.

He'd originally agreed to join me for the meditation
retreat conducted by Alan in Sydney, Australia in May
2008. But for some reason he couldn’t make it.

Then BL invited Alan to Singapore. The mountain, it
seemed, was moving to Sherman.

And Sherman did not make the same mistake twice.
In recent years, Sherman had been undergoing a
really hard time. He had his own financial meltdown

well before Wall Street.

For the first time in his life, he lived one day at a

/4

time, trying to prevent his financial problems from
destroying his life. Above all, he struggled to keep
them from swamping his mind.

Instead, Sherman took a hard look at his situation
and realised that he'd allowed his ego to get the
better of him. Unlike many in Wall Street and
elsewhere, he did not take refuge in excuses.

During this unnerving period, Sherman was sustained,
not by faith in God or some deity, but by a familiar
Zen koan which fit his predicament like a glove.

‘Encountering a tiger, a man fled and came to a
precipice.

He held on to a vine and gingerly climbed down
the precipice.

Then he noticed another tiger below.

At that moment, a mouse ran down the vine and
started to nibble at it.

What could he do?

Noticing a luscious strawberry drooping from the
vine, he grabbed it and put it into his mouth.

‘Ah, how sweet it is!” he exclaimed.
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Not surprisingly, Sherman found that Alan’s
meditation instructions were just what the doctor
ordered.

He'd been trying to meditate for some time but had
found it extremely difficult. In Sherman’s own words,
he felt like ‘someone in Basement 4 of a 70 storey
building’.

Now Alan had given him a clear, eloquently painted
big picture with a graduated path to follow.

Among the methods of samatha meditation that Alan
taught, Sherman found the ‘settling the mind in its
natural state’ and ‘samatha without signs’ meditation
techniques extremely difficult to contemplate, let
alone practise.

And so, he decided to stick to ‘mindfulness of
breathing’ for the time being.

One day, daunted by what he'd learned from
Alan about the Buddhist motivation for practising
meditation (namely, to attain enlightenment for the
benefit of all sentient beings), Sherman felt that his
own motivation was ‘not proper".

He was practising it merely to improve his finances so
as to better provide for his family.

“l don’t think that that’s necessarily improper,” | told
him, “so long as you realise that it’s only a short-term
goal.”

| described to Sherman my own situation.

I've always been interested in Buddhism and

meditation.
But my reason for meditating was fear.

Reading about people paralysed from the neck down
- the late Christopher Reeves, for instance — | became
terrified of having an active mind trapped in a lifeless
body. How would | cope in such a situation?

Meditation seemed a plausible way out.

Now, as a cancer patient (thankfully, in remission), my
situation, if anything, has become even more urgent.

What better way to handle pain and fear than to try
and develop some semblance of a disciplined and
focused mind?

And what better way to prepare for the death that
will engulf me soon enough than to leave this life
with a measure of loving kindness, compassion,

renunciation and equanimity?

Perhaps | may then have a chance of being reborn -
not just as a human being but also as a Buddhist - to
continue my spiritual path, such as it is.

| began this editorial quoting from a well-known pop
song. The composers of that song lamented having
wasted time in their youths, time during which they
could have become rich and famous.

As Buddhists, we're told all the time by our Dharma
teachers not to waste time.

But, of course, the goal of the Buddhist spiritual
life is not fame and fortune but the attainment of
enlightenment.

Nevertheless, as our Bhante BDhammaratana reminds
us in ‘Bhante Says’ in this issue —

‘We live a very sophisticated way of life. Practising the
Dharma in such a context can seem impossible.

It is understandable that earning a livelihood
especially in a modern environment has to be
accorded 1 priority. But, even if that were the
case, spiritual practice must at least surely be given
27 priority.’

And so, we habituate ourselves — and our children -
to thinking that the spiritual life, let alone attaining
enlightenment, is something best left to the gurus or
the birds. Who needs spiritual practice anyway?

Instead, we allow mundane goals to monopolise all
our attention, time and energy. How can we get that
promotion? How can our children be super-scholars?
Where's the best and cheapest place for our next
shopping holiday?

When we have attainted all these goals, we figure,
we'd be fine forever.

But, of course, we won't.
In our heart of hearts, as Buddhists, we all know that.

We just can’t bring ourselves to adjust our priorities in
the order that we should.

As always, | wish you pleasant reading.

Chwee Beng
Editor
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Chinese New Year
at the Tai Pei Old
\ People’s Home

Guided Meditations on
The Stages of the Path

Written by Venerable Thubten Chodron
Published by Snow Lion (2009)
(224 pages with a CD)
Reviewed by Geok Hua

Bhikkhuni Thubten Chodron is known for
her clear and practical explanations of
the Buddha'’s teachings.

In this book, Ven Chodron explains
clearly the meditation teachings of
‘lamrim’ as like ‘ready-made clothes’
that are easy to wear — they're systematised so that
we can ‘wear’ them right away, enabling us to learn
and practise them in an organised fashion.

‘Lamrim’ can be translated in various ways — ‘stages of
the path’, ‘steps on the path’, or ‘gradual path’.

The translation ‘gradual path’ reminds us that the
process of transforming the mind, unlike so many
other things in our ‘hurry-up’ society, is a slow and
thoughtful one.

The 15t section of Guided Meditations explains how
to establish a daily practice, how to approach the 2
kinds of meditation — stabilising and analytical.

The 2" presents the meditations.

The 3 covers an overview, instructions for working
with distractions, antidotes to mental afflictions,
advice for newcomers, and suggestions on how to
deepen Dharma practice.

The accompanying mp3 CD contains over 14 hours of
guided meditations. Individuals who lead busy lives
will appreciate the personal guidance offered with
these meditations.

Ven Chodron begins by asking this frequently-asked
question: ‘Why meditate?’

The Buddha’s teachings describe meditation as the
last of the trilogy of hearing (which includes studying
and reading), thinking, and meditating.

We need to begin by studying the Buddha’s teaching
so that we will understand the role of meditation
and the correct way to meditate.

She alerts us to the problems faced by some people
who prefer to begin with meditation, and while their
motivation may be sincere, they often encounter
difficulties which in some instances may obscure their
minds even further.

However, if we begin by studying the Dharma,
: we will gain an overall view of our
present situation and have a sense
of the direction in which we want to

progress spiritually.

Wewillalsohavethe correct motivation
for meditation, which is essential for
accomplishing our spiritual goals.

The 2 types of meditation - stabilising
and analytical meditation, — and their
intended purposes are clearly explained.

The former is done primarily to develop single-
pointed concentration (samadhi) and serenity
(shamatha) while the latter is done mainly to cultivate
understanding and special insight (vipashyana).

The author covers a broad scope beginning with
a concise list of the meditations, followed by
the expanded points for each meditation on the
gradual path.

A beginner will find the outline extremely useful
because with a glance one can quickly refresh one’s
memory of the topic to be analysed.

The conclusion in this section of the teaching is that we
must make a determination to abandon any chaotic
way that falsely promises happiness and to follow the
paths of ethical conduct, concentration and wisdom.

The next section covers the scope of meditation of
the 3 levels of practitioners - initial, middle, and
advanced.

In order to practise the path of the initial level
practitioner, we first reflect on our current human
life, its meaning and purpose and its rarity.

Having a human body, do we possess complete and
healthy sense and mental faculties? Do we live at
a time when a Buddha has appeared and given
teachings? Do those teachings still exist in a pure
form? Do we live in a place where we have access
to them?

We come to understand that it is extremely rare and



difficult to have great purpose and meaning. But how
much does this understanding influence our daily
lives? Do we spend most of our time cultivating our
minds and hearts? Or, are we ruled by our attachment
and anger, being tangled up in distractions?

We turn to the Buddhas, Dharma, and Sangha for
guidance.

Having entrusted spiritual guidance to the 3 Jewels,
the initial level practitioner needs to first understand
the working of karma and its effects.

Contemplating the relationship between specific
actions and their effects helps us to understand the
causes of our present experiences and the future
results of our present actions. This, in turn, enables us
to take responsibility for our happiness by avoiding
destructive actions, purifying those already done, and
acting constructively.

As we go deeper into Dharma practice, we see that
while preparing for our future lives is important, it
does not free us from cyclic existence altogether. For
this reason, we contemplate the various disadvantages
and sufferings of cyclic existence and its causes in
order to generate the determination to be free from
it and to attain liberation (nirvana).

This leads us to the path in common with the middle
level practitioner.

Understanding the unsatisfactory conditions of our
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present condition, we consider the difficulties we
experience as human beings such as birth, ageing,
sickness and death. We can then develop the
determination to free ourselves from cyclic existence
and to practise the path to do so.

Through this practice we realise the disadvantages of
the afflictions and make a strong determination to
abandon them.

But we should not stop here. Rather, seeing that all
sentient beings are in the same boat, we work to
generate ‘bodhicitta’—thealtruisticintentionto attain
enlightenment in order to benefit all sentient beings,
the motivation of the higher level practitioner.

Throughout this meditation, Venerable Chodron
skillfully takes us through the points of reflection and
helps us arrive at a meaningful conclusion at the end
of each session.

These conclusions are extremely beneficial in helping
us to integrate Dharma practice into our daily lives.
Only by making meditation a part of our daily life
routine will we be able to experience its benefits.

This book is concise and user-friendly. The author
reminds us that Buddhism is not about intellectual
concepts. Practice is essential.

It's also a timely reminder for others whose meditation
practice may have slackened.
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