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Getting people
to ask Who 1s
Buddha

Alak | A

In all of my years growing up

in America, I would have
never fathomed to even the
slightest degree of becoming a
monk, o me this world of
monasteries and Bodhisattvas
didn' t even exist. If you were
to tell me back then that the
teachings of Buddha were the
truth of life, I would have
asked who 1s the Buddha,
(Given that the history of

American soclety as well with

our constitution is richly
endorsed and implicated mnto
the Christian 1deology, the
question, “Who is Buddha?”
hasn t been adequately asked

enough 1n our soclety. It is a

shame and regretful
statement to make however it

1s also one that could be
changed through a more

ambitious agenda, Asking this
question and finding this
answer 1s a fortune that 1s
oreater than any treasure of
oold. It is an extreme blessing
amounted to the highest of
heavens and one that 1s free
of any price tag. It a question
that I hope is shared amongst
all of humanity and pray that
this question could be a spark
to revolutionize the thinking

in all Americans,
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Be happy with the way 1t 1S «q | 49

Often we hear about people who wish they are blind so they don t have to see much of what s
ooing on 1n the world, There are also blind people who wish they can see so they know what they
are missing. We see here that both kinds of people have some dissatistaction about their lives,
Everytime this kind of thought emerges, surely there is unhappiness which is what we call
suffering—especially not getting what we want,

I think these people are focusing on the wrong thing. They should be focusing on what they
have, In doing so, there will be no sense of lacking or dissatistaction because there is no need to
look further other than themselves,

=99 39



Better yet, if you don' t have it, don’ t worry about it. If you have it, don’ t get attached to it. In the
end you' 1l just live content.
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Social Responsibility : Reduce, Reuse, and Recycle x4
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Before I expound on this writing, permit me to

tell you a story I once read. There was a story

from Beopjeong—sunim about two monks who
went to a hermitage looking for a scholar monk,
When they arrived at the hermitage, they were
oolng to turn back after seeing a lettuce leaf
flowing down the river stream because they
thought the monk had little regards for the

offering given to him. As they were deciding

what to do next, the scholar monk came out from the temple, scooped up the lettuce leat and went
back inside the temple. The two monks abandoned their decision to turn back and ended up

studying under the scholar monk.
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In the same story,

Beopjeong—sunim also told the time when an older monk who had to resign

from his temple office position because Beopjeong—sunim and other monks used the lamp oil

donated to the temple to light up a room so that they could play games all night long, The reason
was because the lamp ol was donated to the temple so that the monks can study hard, make

progress, and teach people.
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Beopjeong—sunim used this story to illustrate the importance of respecting the offerings made



to the temple, Offerings are important to Buddhist temples, and how we treat the otterings are
even more Important, However, this writing is not about what we should do about offerings,
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One important thing that we learn from the Buddha 1s how everything 1s interconnected, cause—
and—effect. Just take this body of ours as an example, This body will not survive it it does not get
nourishment, such as foods, water, and air, To further illustrate this interconnectedness, take the

vegetables that we eat for our gongyang as a simple example,
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The vegetables are prepared in the kitchen by
haengjas and the cooks. In the preparation
process, 1t requires water, gas, seasonings, and
other ingredients. The vegetables and other
materials are delivered to the temple by car
which requires gas and other things. The
vegetables come from a land maintained by
farmers who take care of the plants by giving
them water and fertilizer.
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The plants need other organisms, 1.e, bugs and bacteria, in the soil, the air, water, and the sun
for their growth, When we eat these vegetables, we also need water and bacteria in the stomach to
help us digest and absorb the nutrients in the vegetables, Just from this very simple example you
can see how we are linked to all these elements, If something happens to one of the factors in the
link, all other elements in the chain also get effected.
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Because of this interconnectedness, we need to take care of the elements in the chain, It i1s our

responsibility, Social responsibility here does not only mean our responsibility to just society, but it

also means our responsibility to the environment, As Buddhist monks, our responsibility is to save
all sentient beings, and they are parts of the chain that helps maintain us.
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Two years ago, my eunsa—sunim gave a dharma talk about green buddhist, and he showed an
excerpt of "An Inconvenient Truth™ movie which raises awareness about climate change and what
we can do to prevent this from going further, At the end of the dharma talk, my eunsa—sunim
decided as a part of our temple s efforts to help preserve this earth and contribute to the cure for
the climate change problem, paper cups for coffee—mix were no longer available in Sangdo
Seonwon, Also, our sindo brings their own travelling cup to drink beverages. This solution was well

received by our sindo as well,
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This brings us to the second part of the title of this
article about what we can do as our social
responsibility, There are much that we can do, but
let s start with something simple like 3R s: reduce,
reuse, and recycle, These 3R s are part of waste

management principle in USA, but it extends beyond

waste management. In Songgwangsa, we can see
some of the efforts that are part of the 3R s.
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Reduce means to use less or to buy less. One good example that
we already do here is the use of %= instead of solely using toilet
paper in the toilet or turning off lights when we don t use them.,
Reuse means to give new use to things that we do not need. An
example of this i1s to use hand—me—down clothes instead of buying
or making new clothes, Recycle means to convert discarded
materials into new materials, Something that we are already doing
here is turning feces and dried leaves into compost, There are more

ways that we can do that fall within these 3R’ s. Some more

examples include conserve water when taking a shower, use
washable cups instead of paper cups, or put several laundry
together 1n the machine instead of doing 1t separately.
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Just as everything that is happening in the world will affect us, what we do here in
Songgwangsa will also contribute to the change in the world. As monks we are 1n a good place to

cause changes as people, regardless whether they are Buddhist or non—Buddhist, will scrutinize

over our conducts, When we provide good examples, people will surely follow, We may spend our

time studying hard so that we can teach people, but when the words end, it 1s our actions that

count,
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Bodhisattva Practice G£5E47)
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This year as PUSEHE students we studied the basics of Mahayana Teachings, included the
Diamond Sutra and Vimalakirti Sutra. Though I had heard of these Sutras and read
translations of them when studying Buddhism in the US, I could never understand them at
any depth. This year, reading these texts in their original Chinese characters and

discussing with classmates, the meaning of them emerged to me at some level, and I
became very inspired to learn and live the ideal of the Mahayana Bodhisattva.
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Doctrinally, Buddhism defines a
Bodhisattva as a sentient being who walks
the path of awakening for the benefit of
all other sentient beings. Contrary to most
living beings, who get by in life simply by
following personal desires and karma GEJ

%), Bodhisattvas live based on the

energy of their vow to awaken and save all
other sentient beings (§f/)5242). Although

the vows of Bodhisattvas take many

different forms, the most basic description are the 4 Great Vows(JU5LZf#), which we recite
daily in the Thousand Hands Sutra(+F#%): GRA:MEZRARE KAk S ZRaEr 1AM s
FEEL e FE2REE). Concretely, Bodhisattvas practice these 4 vows through ending
attachment to the “arbitrary illusions of phenomena such as a self, other person, a sentient
being, or a liver of life’ (#EPUFH) and practicing the 6 Paramitas (ZNy5EZS). Bodhisattvas

practice endlessly, life over life, not entering nirvana until all sentient beings are freed

from suffering.
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The teachings on the Bodhisattva way are so profound and deep. but studying them, 1
couldn t help but wonder how I could try to practice them in daily life with the lack of
wisdom and excess of selfishness that 1s my present state of practice, Living at
Songgwangsa s Monastic College ({83 A&, from day to day I live closely with 13 other
classmates GE{$) in PUEEHE. Together most of the time, we follow the same schedule,
eating, studying, and practicing together, If Bodhisattva practice could manifest in this
life, it would have to be through thinking about and living for the benefit of those closest

to me, which in this present situation means the other monks here, I should try to go

beyond my selfishness and narrow views and realize the consequences my actions have on
others, and try to make these positive,
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In the 4th chapter of the Diamond Sutra the Buddha tells Subhuti that Bodhisattvas

should practice generosity without any attachments, conditions, or conceptualizations (4{+F

FEAfHE). In Buddhism the practice of generosity can take many forms, but is most
commonly understood as generosity of material things, of the Dharma, and of no—tear.
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In my daily life 1t 1s very apparent that, whether in physical acts such as giving or doing
things for others, or through verbal acts such as sharing words of Truth, or mental acts of
trying to help others spiritually when they are in difficulties, these acts of donation are
beneficial only when done with no attachments to thoughts of “self” and “others’.
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If, for example I cleaned up our class s A/t by myself, which could be called material
generosity, but I did so only to look like a “good person in the eyes of others, this only
would add to my egocentricity and attachment to this artificial T . If instead I held on to
the idea that T did a good job cleaning, why doesn t anyone else do any work?” or “Why
doesn’ t anyone thank me?” then these thoughts too would only be my own delusions, and
lead to arguments with others, It is because I believe in and attach to these thoughts that
problems and difficulties occur, in my own mind and in inter—personal relations,
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Though thinking in a self—centered way seems to come too naturally, as a bodhisattva I
must see through the illusion of a fixed T or “you , realize the interconnectedness of all
things, and then practice generosity, or the other Paramitas from this point, When doing
an act like cleaning the room, although I can conceptualize the action as T am doing
something for others’, if I do not hold this thought, and see that T and “doing and
‘others’ are all actually one thing, then this action becomes #E{FFHfHfE, and in itself

becomes meditation and wisdom. It is taught that this way of being is the foundation for
Bodhisattva practice. If instead I cling to those concepts the action is at oncefi{-EAEAfitE,
and is a cause of delusion (tg[{) for me and interpersonal problems with my classmates.
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In evening chanting each day, as we recite the T-F#& we read the four great vows of
Bodhisattvas, chanting out loud that “sentient beings are numberless, we vow to save
them™ “delusions are inexhaustible, we vow to end them . Yet, very few are the days, hours
or moments when I remember or live by these teachings in my daily life. Though I wish to
practice these vows (f8/1524E), to be honest with myself, because of the force of my past
karma and attachment to the 4 appearances (UfH), most of the time I live being pulled by
desires and conditioning GEJ1524).
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In studying the sutras of the great tradition of Mahayana Buddhism I continue to be
inspired, amazed that in this world of so much foolishness, corruption and falsity there
were, and still are, people who live so wisely, so purely and in direct accordance with the
Truth. These people were the Buddhas and Boddhisattvas recorded in the Diamond and
Vimalakirti Sutras, and are the bodhisattvas that we meet daily in the temple, in villages
and cities: Monks or lay—people, Buddhists or non—Buddhists. If I study their teachings
and turn in the direction they face, lifetime atter lifetime, continuing to take retuge in the

three treasures, to engage in practice, and returning to my vows, | will keep going on this

path, no matter how many times I veer astray. This might even be the first step on the
path of Bodhisattva practice after all.
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The Compassion of Mahakasspa

THdERF] =H)ey

AL | AR

Thus have I heard. On one occasion the Blessed One was dwelling at Rajagaha in the Bamboo
Grove, the Squirrel Sanctuary. Then the Veneravle Mahakassapa approached the Blessed One and

paid homage to him,., (Kassapa said): “For a long time, venerable sir, I have been a forest dweller

and have spoken in praise of forest dwelling; I have been an almsfood eater and have spoken in
praise of eating almsfood, I have been a rag—robe wearer and have spoken in praise of wearing
rag—robes;...I have been of few wishes and spoken in praise of fewness of wishes: I have been
content and have spoken in praise of contentment; I have been secluded and have spoken in praise
of solitude; I have been energetic and spoken in praise of arousing energy .
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“‘Considering what benefit, Kassapa, have you long
been a forest dweller... and spoken 1n praise of arousing
energy?’

"‘Considering two benefits, venerable sir, For myself I
see a pleasant dwelling in this very life, and I have
compassion for later generations, thinking : May those
of later generations follow my example! For when they
hear The enlightened disciples of the Buddha were for
a long time forest dwellers... and spoke in praise of
arousing energy , then they well practice accordingly
and that will lead to their weltare and happiness for a

long time ',

"Good, good, Kassapa! You are practicing for the
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welfare and happiness of the multitude, out of compassion for the world, for the good, weltare and

happiness of devas and humans,” (Samyutta Nikkaya, II,16.)
THolo], s olo]o 2 e oo AIUES oAl AR AL S BASHe AL Wk
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With the change of the curriculum at our Kangwon, this year we began to study the original

teachings of Shakyamuni Buddha(f-= &), as recorded in the Agamas (°}¢H4) and Nikayas. One
day, reading the Samyutta Nikaya, "The Connected Discourses of the Buddha', I came across the

above sutra, which I was deeply moved by.

o] wat 3ol HstHA, &3l $-2l= oI Yrlokdl| 488 ArinyEe] L2 7tER(TE
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This sutra shows a conversation between the Buddha and Mahakassapa., Kassapa explains the
way, and the motivations for which he practices (5=34), after which the Buddha praises Kassapa s
litestyle, and the compassionate motivation for which he undertakes it.
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Kassapa, known as the Disciple of Buddha foremost in ascetic practices (FEFA|Y), committed
himself to an austere life of practice; living alone in the forest, only eating almsfood, wearing rag—
robes, and putting forth energy in practice. Even into his old age, Kassapa undertook these
practices, as well as the other ascetic practices(127EFY). Though we might think that such a life
would be too difficult, uninteresting, or even miserable, Kassapa tells us the exact opposite, With

few wishes and always contented, he practices “for a pleasant dwelling in this very life , practice

which the Buddha praises as “for the welfare and happiness of the multitude, out of compassion
for the world".
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The practices Kassapa mentions in this Sutra, (forest dwelling, eating almsfood, wearing rag—
robes), as well as the other 12 ascetic practices(12-+E}3Y), can be understood as all interconnected,

as a whole life—style of practice. Renouncing sensual pleasures, content to possess only the

essentials, Kassapa strove to put his full energy into the practice of the Eightfold Noble Path(Z~7
&),
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In the Buddha s age and ours, people normally desire many things, including nice clothes,
delicious food, a large house, many possessions, and a comfortable life, Buddhists, however, realize
that even by fulfilling all those desires, we rarely find contentment or peace of mind, Thus, the
early disciples of Buddha, with only 3 robes and 1 bowl (=4&—%%), put all of their energy into
practice, which the Buddha called “the Four Foundations of Mindfulness @3d*] <=3}); “A monk at
the root of a forest tree...sits down cross—legged, holding his body erect, and establishes

mindfulness before him,” (Digha Nikkaya, Samannaphala Sutta). The Buddha and his disciples, as
well as great monks throughout history, all put forth great energy into sitting meditation in their

everyday lives, The above Sutra shows not just Kassapa s practice, but the spirit in which the early
disciples of Buddha practiced in daily life,
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Although 1n the present day, both monks and lay—
people may not be able to live doing these same
practices, we can live with this same spirit, Whether
our practice is sitting meditation(#41), sutra
studies(7H4) or chanting(¥+), by putting all of our
energy Into that, and forgetting our selfishness and

worldly concerns, we too will find “pleasant dwelling

in this very life'— the highest happiness.
Furthermore, living simply, practicing the 8—Fold
Path, we also live with “compassion for later generations.,” As Kassapa s example showed,

practicing diligently in daily life we simultaneously benefit both ourselves and all other beings(A}2]
O[E}),
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Reading this sutra, I reflected on my own practice, and felt at once ashamed of my behavior and
inspired to walk the same path as Kassapa did. The enlightened disciples of the Buddha, all
human beings just like you and me, renounced their desires and practiced in such a way. Why

couldn t we do the same?. Though we all have desires for material comforts and pleasures, those

things have never once brought us contentment. Rather, 1t 1s In renouncing those same desires
and practice as the Buddha and Kassapa did that we find true happiness, I believe that, if we turn

in this direction, we will find deep meaning in our own lives and also live “for the welfare and

happiness of the multitude, out of compassion for the world, for the good, welfare and happiness of
devas and humans’ .
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