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day, | want to discuss friendship in Bud-
ism. Friendship is a very common con-
pt which | need not define or explain in
tail. All | need to say is that friendship is
ry important in life, even in a Buddhist
mple.

ut we often get complaints that Buddhist
mples are weak in this regard. When
eople visit Buddhist temples, they may
ot even meet anyone to talk to. But, | be-
eve, these days things may be changing
r the better.

the Buddha's time, there was a prince
alled Aalavaka. He had numerous close
friends. The Buddha noticed this. Some
eople asked the Buddha, "Why does the
rince have so many friends? Why do they
follow him everywhere?”

‘The Buddha did not give a direct answer.

One day the Prince visited the Buddha
ith more than 500 friends. He talked to
the Buddha for a while, then left.

efore the Prince left, the Buddha asked
he Prince the same question.

he Prince said that he observed 3 prin-
iples.
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Firstly, he's always careful with his words
when he speaks. He will only utter pleasant
and amicable words. This is because people
want to hear pleasant words. It's not so im-
portant to them that the person they associ-
ate with is good or bad.

Secondly, if the Prince knows that people
want certain things from him, he will, wherever
possible, give them those gifts. He is always
aware of the needs of the people.

Thirdly, the Prince does not behave as a
member of the royal family. He treats his
friends on an equal basis.

As we all know, friendship, like love, does
not always run smoothly. Sometimes, even
among good friends, there can be friction.

And so friendship can even be a cause of
suffering or unhappiness.

This is because friendship, like other forms
of relationships, involve expectations.

Just as teachers and parents expect their
pupils and children to behave well and ex-
cel in studies, so too we expect our friends
to behave in ways amenable to us.

So it's important to choose our friends
wisely.

In a discourse found in the Anguttara
Nikaya, the Buddha mentioned 4 ways to
find people to associate with. But, of course,
there can be many other ways.

This is an extremely important issue
because we can safely say that the progress
of our lives depends on the kind of people
we associate with.
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There are 2 kinds of progress in our lives — material
and spiritual. Good friends are absolutely essential in
both aspects.

The Buddha warned us to be cautious when we as-
sociate with people. But we should not misunderstand
this to mean we should be too careful and not have any
friends at all.

The meaning rather is that we should not be in a hurry
to make decisions about people. We should take our
time to see whether it's to our benefit and the other
person’s benefit to develop this relationship.

The Buddha also said that if we can't find the right
people to associate with, it would be preferable to live
alone.

Again, we should not take the message wrongly. It's
not that the Buddha wanted us to be loners or live like
ascetics and run away from society. The Buddha him-
self did not appreciate ascetic life very much.

But there’s always a great danger of associating with
the wrong people.

When we associate with the right people, it's

like opening a path to happiness or heaven. But
associating with the wrong people can be a path to
hell or misery.

Atragic case reported in the Straits Times some
months ago is a timely example of this.

2 teenagers leapt to their deaths from an HDB flat,
believing that they would be reborn as slayers to kill
demons and save the world’. The Coroner who heard
the inquest blamed the deaths on ‘group identity and
peer influence and, perhaps lack of maturity’.

So mixing with the wrong people can have very serious
consequences.

But nevertheless we should not suspect or condemn
people just because we don't like their appearance or
the way they behave or talk.

Out of compassion, we should try to live with all kinds
of people.

By associating with people’, the Buddha was refer-
ring to very close relationships, sharing thoughts and
practices relating to material or spiritual progress.

We can work with people and, whenever possible, we
can or should try to help them to improve their lives,
without necessarily trying to convert them to Bud-
dhism.

The Buddha suggested 4 criteria to apply to see
whether people we meet should be accepted by us as
good friends.

The 1st criterion is to leave aside traditional ways of
thinking based on race and caste. In India, Brahmins were very
particular about their companions. Their friends would only
come from the Brahmin caste.

The Buddha was very much against this.

In the Vasala Sutta (Vasala means low-caste), the Buddha said
that we cannot say anyone belongs to a low or high caste by birth.
Everyone is equal at birth.

But we can indeed belong to a low or high caste by virtue of our
actions. Moral behaviour is a very important criterion.

Today, people may not be very conscious of caste but they can
certainly be very concerned about class.

The 2nd criterion is not to take the first encounter with, or
appearance of, a person very seriously. Accept them as ordinary
friends by all means but take our time to admit them as close
friends.

Even if we know someone for a long time, we still can't come to
a conclusion that they can be our close friends unless we have
used our intelligence and power of observation.

The example given by the Buddha is something shining and
beautiful like a gold plated object but which actually is made of
brass.

We can use anger as a test. There are people who, on first en-
counter, appear friendly but after some time, we find that they
get angry very easily and do nasty things, uttering harsh and vul-
gar words. Anger is the greatest weakness in people. Of course,
we should not think that everyone who's angry is necessarily a
bad person. But if the person does not do bad things even when
angry, he's okay.

Forinstance, my father used to get angry at times. Then he used
to cane us. When he came back from the office, and our mother
complained about us - not doing homework but playing cricket
- he punished us. But | have never heard him use even one bad
word. He managed to control his anger and was a loving father.

The Buddha never got angry throughout his 45 years of teaching
as an enlightened being. But sometimes, he showed displeasure
at the conduct of certain people, including some of his disciples.
They had so much pride and could not get the benefit of listen-
ing the Buddha's teachings. For that kind of disciple, the Buddha
used the word tucha meaning empty’.

In one case, a monk called Potila was well-versed in the
Dharma and used to teach younger monks but never managed
to attain any stage of spiritual progress. The Buddha called him
Empty Potila” because he never made any serious effort to make
spiritual progress.

The 3rd criterion is associating with a person to try and
evaluate that person’s work after knowing him for some time. Is the
person keen to achieve spiritual or worldly progress in a
righteous way?
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| can relate to you one example to illustrate this point.. ship but this, of course, does not mean that people of
other religions cannot make good or close friends.

One day, King Kosala was attending to the Buddha who was
delivering a sermon. Finally, when we meet people of other religions, we have
to be careful that they don't try to convert us. If they don't

At that time, a group of people passed by. They appeared to try to convert us, then we can consider them as good

be ascetics. friends.

_ _ Bhante B Dhammaratana
The King suddenly got up, paid respect to them and came Religious Advisor
back to the Buddha. Buddhist Library

The King then asked the Buddha, “Venerable Sir, what do you
think of those people? | myself think they have attained high
spiritual progress. That's why | paid respect to them.”

The Buddha replied, “Your Majesty, | don't agree with you. We
cannot come to a conclusion just because of people’s outer
appearance. They may be ascetic, walk slowly, talk softly or
appear serene. But we should not come to the conclusion
that they have made spiritual progress.

We have to take time to evaluate them after associating
with them and see whether associating with them can bring
benefit or not.”

The King then smiled and said, “Venerable Sir; you are correct.
They are my spies. | asked them to disguise themselves
as ascetics to check on certain people because of certain
incidents that have happened in this city.”

And so we should not come to any conclusion about people
just because we've met them once. Actually, even today, this
is a very practical and relevant thing. We come across stories
in the press about con-men’or even ‘con-ladies’ from time
to time.

People can be very nice to others when they have hidden
motives or agendas. In the past, police have even arrested
con-monks”. Actually, these ‘con-monks™ are not genuine
monks. Even if they have been ordained in the normal way, by
trying to cheat people, they are not living the lives of monks.

As | usually tell others, monks are usually not so nice to people.
When you meet monks on the roadside, they normally don't
talk to you. But these con-monks approach you and are
extraordinarily nice.

The Buddha's advice therefore is - Don't come to any
conclusion about anyone after the first encounter. Don't
suspect. Don’t condemn. Take your time.

The 4th and last criterion is compatibility. Some people may
be good and nice. Even so, we may not be able to associate
with them closely if they are not compatible with us. There
must be certain things in common like our ways of thinking,
interests and the like.

For example, you may want to listen to Dharma teachings
but your companion, even though a good person, may not.
As such, both of you will probably only remain casual friends
and not develop a close relationship.

Thus if people have similar levels of wisdom - and by ‘wisdom’
I 'am not referring to academic achievements - it would be
easier for them to be compatible as close friends. Having the
same religion can make it easier to have a close relation -
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Finding Freedom - In Prison or Out

‘Nobody asked you to convert from one religion
to another organised religion. The conversion is
rather the conversion of the mind from bondage
to liberation, from ignorance to enlightenment,
from cruelty to compassion, from misery to
happiness.’

S N Goenka

Edward Johnson, a tall black manin his 30s, is
serving a life sentence in a maximum security
prison in the USA . His crime is aiding and
abetting a triple homicide.

Johnson has led a
colourful life, to say
the least.

vy Mack Voung

As a teenager, he could not handle the

responsibility, entrusted to him by his mother,
of keeping the family together. He took refuge,
instead, in alcohol and started selling cocaine.

Even in prison, Johnson subverted authority at
every turn. He has, as a consequence, spent some
6 years in solitary confinement.

When his 6 year old daughter died in an accident,
he resorted to gang fights in prison. In this way,
he sought to prevent the reality of her death
from sinking in, ever ready to jJump in to save his
mates.

Throughout all of this, Johnson lay the blame for
his troubles on his father who was not around
when he needed him.

Johnson was, in short, one very angry, bitter man.

Eventually, though, even Johnson realised that he

needed to change.

And so he attended an anger management course. But
that failed to work out.

He could not suppress his anger, as he needed to.

Then he heard about a 10 day vipassana course in the tradition
of the Burmese meditation master, S N Goenka.

At the orientation, Johnson learned that ‘vipassana directly
addresses anger, not by suppressing it or masking it but,
ironically, by allowing it to surface.”

He hesitated. Wouldn't his pent-up anger overwhelm him
during the meditation?

But the instructors assured him otherwise. He ‘would be
taught the skills and given the guidance he needed’. At any
rate, coming face to face with his anger was the precise
healing work that he needed to do.”

And so Johnson signed up.

During the retreat, he endured pain, itch, heat, irritation,
urgency pangs and anger. But he soldiered on, even keeping
his precepts.

At the vipassana graduation, he wept openly. And made a
resolution to avoid fights. He would instead go in [his] cell
and meditate and deal with [his] sensations’.

Johnson knew more than anyone else what this change
in behaviour entailed in a maximum security prison
environment. It raised guestions about his strength and
manhood” and left him ‘open to challenge or attack.”

But he persisted.

1 refuse to let myself slip back into the past...It's a struggle.
However; ...[it] will only make me stronger.’

1tell people of my blessing everyday. It's hard to explain
vipassana to a bunch of guys who have no clue. Nevertheless,
[try. And they lare] interested because mainly of me. They ...
see the change in me.”

1 refuse to let myself slip back
into the past...It’s a struggle.
However, ...[it] will only make
me stronger.’

Edward Johnson

Johnson's incredible spiritual
journey is one of 15 similar
accounts related in Letters
from The Dhamma Brothers
- Meditation Behind Bars, a
book written by Jenny Phillips,
who initiated the meditation
programme.




Lettersis, of course, not the first book about Dharma
practice and prisoners.

Some years ago, | read Finding Freedom - Writings
from Death Row - by Jarvis Jay Masters, a prisoner

in San Quentin Prison. Masters was convicted of the
murder of a prison officer while in prison on a robbery
conviction and sentenced to death.

Finding
Freedo

W THALS Pt B T8 Row

In his book, Masters recounts how he got involved in
Tibetan Buddhism and how the practice transformed
him.

A turning point for Masters was the day Chagdud Tulku
Rinpoche, despite his advanced age and ill health, went
to the prison to perform a Red Tara empowerment
ceremony for him.

It must have been a strange sight indeed.

Melody Ermachild, a member of Masters’ legal team,
describes the scene -

1 arrived ...to find the Rinpoche and his interpreter...
waiting on a hard bench in the crowded hallway... The
hallway was jammed with waiting visitors, smoking,
talking loudly, babies crying. The Rinpoche sat
quietly, telling the beads of his rosary with his brown
wrinkled fingers, his bright eyes taking in everything
around him. He was quite a sight, in his floor-length
burgundy skirt and his grey topknot and grey frizzled
beard ... Right in front of him, two young women ...
cursed in vulgar street language, while the Rinpoche
watched quietly.’

After 2 hours, Jarvis was brought in.

‘.. There are three ways to be: harmless, helpful,
pure. Eventually you will understand your own pure
nature ... It’s all a function of mind. The way to
practise is to see everyone as pure whether they
hurt or help you - even animals, the guards...”
Chagdud Tulku Rinpoche
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He ‘leaned towards the glass, his phone
pressed to his ear, a dim light barely
lluminating his face from above. His
smiling and slightly worried eyes were
clearly visible.”

As is customary, Rinpoche gave a brief
teaching.

“..There are three ways to be: harmless,
helpful, pure. Eventually you will
understand your own pure nature ... It’s
all a function of mind. The way to practise
is to see everyone as pure whether they
hurt or help you - even animals, the
guards. See their perfection. Hear every
sound as perfection, as Tara talking . . .
Every moment is a chance to be harmless,
helpful and pure. Tara - you are her,
completely perfect.’

Here was Rinpoche telling Masters that
even a convicted prisoner on Death Row
has a pure nature and can be
free - without leaving prison.

After the ceremony, an inmate asked
Masters whether he was a Buddhist
practitioner. Masters hesitated.

After eight years of incarceration, [ felt
a real fear of calling myself a Buddhist...
I was especially afraid of being seen
receiving an empowerment.’

But the ceremony must have indeed
empowered him somewhat. For he then
replied.

“Sure lam...Aren’t we all, in some way
or another? Life ... may just put a piece of
Buddha in us all.”

Unlike Johnson and Masters, we are free
individuals. We have liberty to do anything
and go anywhere we please. So we count
ourselves infinitely more fortunate than
they are.

But are we, really?



THE PATH OF JOY

é I EEEE—————————————————————————————————————————————————.

APR-JUN 2010

In his Address to the Inmates included at the end of
Letters, S N Goenka speaks of a prison that engulfs
us more pervasively and insidiously than any high wall
and electric fence can.

‘fA] bigger prison is the prison of one’s behaviour
patterns. Deep inside everyone is a prisoner of his
unwholesome behaviour patterns at the depth of his
mind.’

In a famous sutra, the Buddha declared -

“Bhikkhus, | don’t know of any other single thing
so conducive to such misery as this undeveloped,
unpractised mind. The undeveloped mind is
indeed conducive to much misery.

Bhikkhus, | don’t know of any other single thing
so conducive to such benefit as this developed,
practised mind. The developed mind is indeed
conducive to much benefit.”

Such indeed is the nature of the human mind.

Ultimately, therefore, there's no essential difference
between Johnson's and Masters’ predicaments and
ours.

Johnson and Masters are imprisoned by the law, we,
by our habitual tendencies.

Masters faces a death sentence imposed by the court
for the crime of which he was convicted. For all of

us, death is our unwelcome but certain destination,
sooner or later.

Through their courage and commitment, these
prisoners have succeeded in gaining a measure of
freedom from the usual ‘misery that accompanies
incarceration.

Whereas we, living in a highly competitive society, also
have to contend with our own quota of ‘misery’

The fact that they are succeeding, in spite of all the
obstacles they face, can inspire us to take a breather
from our usual hectic schedules and re-assess our
own spiritual commitments.

And hopefully, like them, inject more ‘benefit’, instead
of ‘misery’, into our own lives.

As always, | wish you pleasant reading.

Chwee Beng
Editor

Children’s Day

BL Dharma Sunday School’s Children’s Day
Celebration - September 27, 2009
by Sandy Yong

Every Sunday, the teachers and students of BL's
Sunday Dharma School assemble at the Dhamma Hall
on the Tst floor before they proceed to their respective
classrooms to attend their Dharma classes. These
classes are attended by youngsters aged between 6

to 17 years old. While some are new, many students
have been attending Sunday School since a young age
and have grown up with BL, so to speak.

(Continued on page 13)
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Venerable B Dhammaratana and BL's Executive Committee thank
all staff, members, supporters and friends for organising, assisting
and participating in the Funfair.
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Interview

Venerable Sean Price
October 15 2009 at BL
Interviewed by Tjiep Hoe and
Chwee Beng

Ven Sean Price (Gelong Tenzin Jamchen] is an
English-born Tibetan Buddhist monk in his forties.
Before he ordained, he studied engineering and
later became a teacher in Japan for 4 years. As a
monk, Ven Sean has served as translator for many
prominent Tibetan masters. He currently translates
rare Tibetan books.

This interview covers a wide range of issues
spanning the entire spectrum of Buddhist traditions
with an emphasis on Dharma practice and
commonly encountered questions which may not
usually get asked.

Rites and rituals are a large part of Tibetan
Buddhist practice but a preoccupation with them
can be a problem. How can we prevent this from
happening?

Ritual practices, found in every Buddhist tradition,
are basically an external support for an internal
meditation. I agree completely that a preoccupation
with them can be a problem because preoccupation
negates their purpose.

Because of peer pressure, we may spend a lot of
time on the external aspects and the inner aspect
gets lost.

How do we prevent preoccupation? The only way is
to really understand the meaning of the rituals. So
education is very important.

“Offering victory to opponents in politics and
business doesn’t mean you are not going to compete
with them.’

An essential ingredient of Mahayana Buddhist practice is
bodhicitta, the wish to attain enlightenment for the benefit of all
sentient beings. Yet, the world cannot function without killing.
Is the wish to end the suffering of all sentient beings then
merely wishful thinking?

The Buddha himself couldn’t change the entire world. What we
have to essentialise is ourselves and our practice within the
world.

Bodhicitta, or the desire to achieve enlightenment for the benefit
of other sentient beings, is an attitude we must have if we want
to gain enlightenment. It's not an easy attitude to have but it can
be achieved. We have to address our own practice. Do we want to
become Buddha or not? That should be our focus.

The intent of the Buddha was the cause for his enlightenment and
was the very fuel for his spiritual path. As such, it was not

wishful thinking . His aim was to stop the causes of suffering.
(According to the Mahayana tradition) in lifetime after lifetime, the
Buddha is still acting in various guises to eradicate suffering for
all sentient beings.

So the intention is far more profound than just the temporal aim
of preventing killing.

The practice of tonglen [exchanging one’s happiness for the
suffering of others] has been criticised as alright for someone
in a monastery but impractical in the real world. Is this a valid
criticism? How can one offer victory to one’s opponents in
politics and business, for example?

That's a very Singaporean question there. (Laughs].
This is a misunderstanding of the idea.

The idea of tonglenis a mental disposition or mindset. It does not
mean you become a doormat. It's one’s attitude towards others
that changes.

By training our mind, we strive to change our attitude so that
others” happiness becomes more important that our own.
Tonglen is a way of going from being self-centred to empathising
with others.

Some people find it easier than others (to have this attitude) so
much so that they feel the suffering of others. They really want to
do something about it.

Even politicians should be able to see what they can do to benefit
others, especially their constituents. Then, should they lose their
seats, they can accept the loss and protect their minds from
disturbing emotions which bring about dukkha (suffering or
unsatisfactoriness).



What is guru devotion? Is there a danger that
practitioners can be so devoted to their gurus that they
become impervious to the plight of ordinary beings,
chanting and meditating but doing little else to relieve
suffering? How can this be prevented?

Yeah, there is (this danger).

Guru devotion is a very profound teaching, far more
profound than usually given credit for. In essence, it's
seeing our spiritual teacher as Buddha.

Practically speaking, (guru devotion] is to practise our
teacher’s teachings.

This is not a meditation that we should simply jump into.
Just because there's a Vajrayana master doesn’t mean that
they are the Buddha or should even be seen as one. This is
something very personal and can only come through really
understanding the Mahayana and Vajrayana teachings.

[ wouldn't say that a person who's devoted to the guru
but does not practise the teachings is a devotee but a fan.
If they just run around with a smiley face and not really
practising the teachings, they're not relieving their own
suffering, let alone others.

Can merit be multiplied if meritorious acts are
performed on auspicious occasions? If so, how does it
work?

In Buddhism, we speak about doing positive acts on certain
days, new moon, full moon, Vesak...

The Buddha often said to his monks that only the Buddha
understands the subtle workings of karma.

In a sutra, the Buddha has said that on certain days,
virtuous actions done on those days, the merit accruing
increases. It's something we have to take as a leap of faith
from the Buddha, based upon him being the valid teacher,
having taught the Four Noble Truths based upon his
experience.

It is said that the very nature of karma, whether good, bad
or neutral, is toincrease, like an apple seed that has the
capacity to become thousands and millions of apple seeds.

A verse in the Dhammapada says that karma is personal
to an individual. ‘No one can purify another’. Yet
Buddhists of various traditions perform ceremonies to
transfer merit to the deceased. How come?

Here, there's the notion of doing a wholesome action,
making positive merit, wrapping it in a bag and giving it to
others. | don't think that happens.
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Let’s look at it scientifically. In a University of California
experiment, there was a test where a hospital was divided
into 2 parts.

The names of patients in one part were given to people of
various religious traditions with a request to pray for them.
It's said that over a course of time, the individuals who
were in this ward and suffering from cancer (this was a
blind test) had a significantly higher rate of recovery

(than the patients for whom prayers were not offered).

Perhaps we are dealing with some kind of intention or
healing energy. (But] I've no idea how it works.

Given that animals generally are not able to survive for
long when released out of their natural habitat, doesn’t
the practice of ‘animal liberation’ cause more suffering
than it alleviates?
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PURCHASING BIRDS FOR A RELEASE IS BOOSTING
A SALER TO AFFLICT THE ANIMALS.
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I would suggest to potential animal liberators that just the
releasing of these animals doesn’t constitute the saving of
the animals. If you don't have the slightest interest where
you're going to put these animals, what's the point? You're
just removing the abattoir from Lot A to Lot B and you
become directly involved.

Of course, we can't keep animals from dying. That's part
of samsara. But the intention to liberate should go hand in
hand with common sense.

We should truly understand the meaning of liberation and
release animals in an appropriate place where they can
neither be harmed or do harm.

In Vajrayana Buddhism [in contrast to other Buddhist
traditions] it is said that that Buddhahood can be
attained in a single lifetime. What precisely in Vajrayana
practice makes this possible and how?

I don’t know. (Laughs].

Most Vajrayana masters would tell you, “Attain
enlightenment in a single lifetime? Forget it.”

But is it possible? Yes, it's possible.

Like in any Buddhist activity, it requires a thorough
understanding, contemplation, practical application and
meditation.
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The Japanese Pure Land tradition discourages ‘own
power’ practices like meditation as futile. Enlightenment
is attainable only when we rely on the ‘other power’ of
Amitabha Buddha. How can this be reconciled with Pure
Land practice in Tibetan Buddhism which seems to
co-exist with meditation and other practices?

Essentially, the source of the Pure Land teachings in all
traditions - Japanese, Chinese and Tibetan - is the same.
The source is the Mahayana sutras of the Pure Land.

There are 4 causes for one to immediately go to Pure Land
(after death]. Bringing to mind Amitabha Buddha, reciting his
name, acquiring merit and meditating on the Pure Land. That
was Amitabha Buddha's promise.

The ‘other power’ of Amitabha Buddha does not indicate that
we are powerless. For the practice to work, it's like shaking
hands, it require 2 hands to work. We have to recite Amitabha
Buddha's name, right?

‘Prayers has a Christian connotation of salvation. In most
Tibetan prayers, a different translation is used. Praises’is
better. It has the sense of bringing to mind, being inspired.
There’'s no notion of salvation.

In the Tibetan tradition, the notion of familiarity, doing
something again and again, comes up.

I lived in Japan for 4 years. | knew a number of priests. The
laity would just simply recite Amitabha Buddha's name and
that was it. They would go to the temple occasionally, light
some incense. Amitabha Buddha became like a theistic
figure.

It’s not just reciting Amitabha Buddha’s name in a
parrot-like fashion? You have to have the attitude of
bodhicitta and mindfulness, right?

I'm not going to say, you have to. But of course, if you can be
mindful, that's the best. Amitabha Buddha's promise is that
anyone who recites his name would be lifted up to his Pure
Land. But the person has to recite it a lot. And not just like
“Coca Cola, Coca Cola...” but with understanding.

From Amitabha Buddha's side, there needs to be this
connection.

And from the disciple’s side, it's best to have a motivation of
bodhicitta. But for a person who does not have education, they
have a better chance of going to the Pure Land of Amitabha
Buddha by reciting the name rather than just intellectualising
it.

Do we question too much?

But it's useful to have a sceptical approach. The Buddha
himself mentioned that monastics and wise ones analyse the
teachings like a goldsmith analyses gold.

In the same way, we should analyse his teachings and if we
find it useful, take it up. So the Buddha himself has given us
permission to analyse his teachings.

But we should be careful not to have our own agenda
or a stubborn outlook that makes it difficult to
practise the Dharma.

As His Holiness the Dalai Lama often mentions, we
need ‘faith through reason’, then, it becomes stable.

Why do lay people prostrate to Buddhist monks?
We know it is out of respect but what is the basis for
this respect?

The basis is that the person we prostrate to holds
more precepts than a lay person.

Sangha’signifies someone who has some experience
of the cessation of dukkha, the latter 2 of the 4 Noble
Truths. Lay people can also constitute the Sangha.

If we have 4 fully ordained monastics, male or female,
together, the merit of that group is said to be equal
to an individual who has the experience of the truth
of the cessation of suffering. Bearing this in mind, in
Tibet, they would ask 4 monastics to recite prayers in
their house.

So, in answer to the question why people prostrate

to monks, they do so (i) out of respect for the Sangha
(ii) for the amount of vows they hold (iii) for their
devotion and practical application of the spiritual path
(because] the monastics are supposed to embody the
entirety of the spiritual path.

When explaining prostration and other Buddhist
practices to children, is punishment [or even the
threat of punishment| ever an appropriate method?

There's a lot of debate now in the UK about punishing
children.

Nowadays, in the UK and the USA, children are out of
control. (There’s) no discipline at all in the schools.

But when | see my nephews and nieces and how my
sister spoils them, [yet) they are the nicest children
['ve met. And they've never been smacked.

My personal opinion is that a child never needs to be
beaten.
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MOVIE REVIEW II I

SPRING, SUMMER, FALL, WINTER...
AND SPRING (2003)

Starring Min Choi, Yeo-jin Ha
Directed by Kim Ki-duk

12

Reviewed by Yeow Foo [Tiger]
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This is a movie of a cycle, a cycle of the human
predicament. We can regard it as a samsaric cycle
springing from ignorance/innocence, transiting

via worldly temptation and love-hatred agony, to
maturation (which possibly leads to awakening]
and finally the becoming /bhava/and rebirth phase
of those who are still trapped in the samsaric
cycle. All these are skilfully represented using 4
different seasons: Spring, Summer, Autumn and
Winter.

Spring

This season symbolises the start of a new life
depicted by the innocence of the novice monk, who
has just started to get to know the world. Starting
with a child-like innocence, the little monk

makes use of the animals that he can find in his
surroundings as his toys.

His innocence turns into ignorance well depicted
by the 3 animals (snake, frog and fish), used in

his childish game which resemble the 3 animals
shown in the centre of a Tibetan Wheel of Life
painting - Snake, Rooster and Pig symbolising the
3 poisons of greed, hatred and delusion.

The old master skilfully punishes the little monk
by making him experience the suffering he inflicts
on the animals.

Summer

It's a season full of burning desire and endless
lust. It ignites the burning tendency of challenging
all the old traditions and customs.

There is a scene where the young monk crawls
over to the girl who is sleeping at the other
side without passing through the ‘walless’ door
standing between them.

Until this part of the movie, both the old and young monks
have been using the door to ger out of the bed even though
they can simply walk out without having to open and close the
door. This symbolises the breakaway from the old way of doing
things, our familiar way of thinking.

Sometimes we do things for the sake of doing them according
to what is already prescribed and established earlier.

Some people prefer to stay in this safety zone for fear of facing
failure when trying to do something unfamiliar. There are
many ways to achieve certain things in our life, just like there
are many paths to Nirvana.

Autumn
Autumn is a season of grievances, of depressing mood.

The young man came back to his master after committing a
crime in the city. He came back with hatred, grief and with
much suffering.

As shown in the movie, it is common to see many young
people nowadays ending up looking for short cuts to escape
grief (of love, of despair, of betrayall by taking their own lives.
That is the stupidest thing we could ever do.

Nevertheless, the old master brilliantly calligraphed the whole
Heart Sutra for the young man to carve on the wooden floor

of the little monastery, as a way of pacifying his grief and
suffering.

At the end of this season, we see the old master shutting
himself off from the rest of the world to the peak of
awakening.

| tend to analyse this season as a metaphor for the possibility
of attaining bliss even in the midst of hellish suffering. It's just
like a lotus blossoming out of the mud without being tainted
by the mud.

For me, this is clear proof that Buddhism is not a pessimistic
religion. To be able to a maintain pure and unshattered mind
in the sea of evils is really a noble task.

Winter

Everything seems to come to a stop in this season, allowing
the mind to settle down. After many ups and downs in the
previous seasons, we are now in the state of maturity.

The movie divert attention to a woman with her face covered
throughout and sher baby in that little monastery in the middle
of winter.

In my opinion, the woman depicts avoidance. Avoidance of
what? Well, avoidance of the reality of the world.

Many people turn their faces away on purpose from the real
world.

Oftentimes, they are unable to see the world as it really is, and
frequently get themselves trapped when trouble arises. See
how the ‘blinded” woman in the movie fell into a hole amidst
the frozen lake when trying to escape from the monastery
(with her child) in the dark.

Similarly, there are many traps all around us, and definitely
we are able to avoid them if well equipped with the ‘Dharma
torch’and the willingness to face the real world in front of us.



What I'm trying to do here is to relate the essence of
the teachings of this sutra to some important scenes
shown in this movie.

What is the essence of the teaching of the Heart Sutra
then?

In my opinion, the entire teaching of the Heart Sutra
can be summed up in these opening verses:

Avalokiteshvara Bodhisattva, when practising deeply the
Prajna Paramita

Perceives that all five skandhas are empty, and is saved
from all suffering

So in short, what the Heart Sutra is telling us is that
all the 5 aggregates (skandhas) are empty, and the
attachment to these 5 aggregates is the source of all
suffering. The Bodhisattva understands this and thus
eliminates all suffering.

The following stanza explains the gist of the above
message.

Shariputra, form is not different from emptiness,
emptiness is also not different from form

Form is therefore emptiness, Emptiness is therefore
form

What is important here in relation to the movie can be
found in these stanzas found in the middle of the Sutra:

In meditation, we clear our mind from the self-made
perceptory intervention, hence here we are really facing
the real world, seeing things as they really are.

The last scene witnesses how the middle-aged monk
imitates the same predicaments he had inflicted on the
3 animals in his early days. The same game, the same
suffering, but yielding different intention and results.

The motivation is different; it is for liberation, not
mortification. Without going through the pain, how can
we learn to be strong?

In this last scene of winter, the stone tied to his body
depicts defilements that always pull us down from
spiritual cultivation. The pensive Maitreya statue he
carries along symbolises effort which drives us to strive
harder. His half naked body in the middle of winter
depicts determination, and the hilly route symbolises
obstacles along the path towards liberation.

The Role of the Heart Sutra in pacifying Human
Grievances as portrayed in the Movie

The Heart Sutra is very popular among Mahayana
Buddhists both for its brevity and depth of meaning. It is
a member of the Perfection of Wisdom (Prajnaparamita)
class of Mahayana Buddhist literature which also
includes the Diamond Sutra.

According to Buddhist scholars, the essence of Heart

Sutra is much shorter than the other Prajnaparamita

Sutras but it contains explicitly or implicitly the entire

meaning of the longer Sutras. The Heart Sutra is well

known in Chinese and Sanskrit, but can also be found

in other languages like Tibetan, Korean, Japanese and
English.
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The young man thought that that kind of feeling (which is
merely one of the 5 skandhas) of love for the girl belongs only
to him and when it is taken away, life becomes unbearable,
resulting in endless self-acquired suffering. If he understands
the wisdom behind these stanzas, he will see the whole
mechanism happening in his mind. With that, the fear of
losing someone or something would not arise.

The Bodhisattva, abides by means of Prajna Paramita
Without any obscuration of mind, since there is no
obscuration of mind, there is no fear

He transcends falsity, and dwells in Nirvana

With the wisdom gained in the Prajna Paramita, the grasping
on the big "/ 'or "Me dissolves. Hence, there’s nothing really
belonging to us, including the affective feeling of love &
hatred.

The young man in the movie returns to his master in an
extremely agonised state. When asked by his master what
causes him to suffer, he says -

‘My only sin is to love, | want nothing except her ... she said
she'd love only me... | can’t bear it anymore!”

And the master replies, "Sometimes we have to let go of
things we like, what you like, others will also like.”

Invitation

We invite you to participate in sharing the Dharma. You can
join our Editorial Team, write articles or reviews, or donate
money to defray the cost of printing POJ.

Please call 67468435 (Leila) or email joyeditor@gmail.com.
The Gift of Truth excels all other Gifts - The Buddha.

People probably don’t realise it, but | was raised a Buddhist,
and | actively practised my faith from childhood until |
drifted away from it in recent years ... It teaches me to stop

following every impulse and to learn restraint. Obviously |
lost track of what | was taught. - Tiger Woods

Sharing the Dharma is exremely important in Buddhism.

Children’s Day

On Sunday, September 27 2009, our Dharma students
celebrated Children’s Day.

(Continued from page 6)

For the 1st time Ven Chuan Guan, new to BL at that time,
conducted the blessings.

The representatives of the 4 classes - Metta, Karuna,
Mudita and Upekkha - stood in a row passing on candle,
flower and water offerings.

After the Puja, Principal Han Chong opened the
celebration and Ven Chuan Guan did a reflection.

The celebration was filled with games, food, quizzes,
cake-cutting and photo-taking throughout the 2 hours.

Every child walked home with at least a prize and a
goodie bag provided by parents and teachers.

It was indeed a special day.
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