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REFLECTIONS IN THE WATER-MIRROR: TURNING THE TIDE OF DESTINY

THE VENERABLE SHARIPUTRA
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Text:

Shariputra was named after his mother whose eyes resembled
those of an egret. Therefore, ‘Shari’ is translated as ‘egret’ and
‘putra’ means ‘son’. While the Venerable One was still in his
mother’s womb, he was already endowed with eloquence. His
uncle had no way to win a debate with his mother and knew
that the child was a wise person. At the age of eight, Shariputra
was qualified to be seated among the elders during intellectual
discourses, in which he always excelled. Erudite and multi-tal-
ented, he won debates with all the great philosophers from the
sixteen kingdoms throughout the five regions of India. One
day, he met Bhikshu Asvajit on the road and was struck by his
awesome deportment and adorned appearance. With joyful ad-
miration, he asked, “Who is your teacher?” The latter replied,
“Shakyamuni Buddha.” He inquired further, “What dharma
do you learn?” “The dharma of interdependent origination,”
replied the Bhikshu. As it is said, “All dharmas arise from con-
ditions; all dharmas cease with conditions. Our Buddha, the great
Shramana, always speaks in this way.” The Venerable One was
delighted and took refuge with the Buddha. Within seven days,
he mastered all the Buddhist principles and was thus known as
the one foremost in wisdom. When the Buddha expounded the
Dharma, Shariputra usually requested the Dharma on behalf of
the assembly and serve as the interlocutor. The only exception
was the Amitabha Sutra, which was delivered without request.
Furthermore, on the occasion when he accompanied Man-
jushri Bodhisattva to visit the ailing Vimalakirti, the heavenly
maidens scattered flowers, which fell on the Venerable One’s
body and could not be brushed off. This was an indication that
he should forsake the small and turn towards the great, for the
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Small Vehicle only benefits oneself whereas the Great Vehicle
universally benefits all.

Commentary:

‘Shari’ is translated as ‘egret’. Since his mother’s eyes resembled
those of an egret, he was called Egret’s Son. ‘Putra’ means ‘son’.
In the Heart Sutra, Egret’s Son is translated as Shari’s Son. While still
in his mother’s womb, he influenced his mother to such an extent
that she obtained unobstructed eloquence. In the past, when his uncle
debated with his mother, she always lost. Now that she was pregnant,
his uncle could not win any debates with her and therefore, he knew
that the child whom she was carrying was a wise person. At the
age of eight, Shariputra was qualified to be seated among the
elders during intellectual discourses, which he always won. He was
erudite and multi-talented and won debates with all the great
philosophers from the sixteen kingdoms throughout the five
regions of India. At that time, India comprised sixteen kingdoms
that were divided into the five regions of north, south, east, west and
central. None of the great philosophers from the sixteen kingdoms
could beat him in debate.

One day, he met Bhikshu Asvajit on the road. At the sight of this
person’s awesome deportment, which was truly outstanding, his heart
gave rise to joy. He asked admiringly, “Who is your teacher?” Bhikshu
Asvajit replied, “Shakyamuni Buddha.” Shariputra inquired further,
“What dharma do you learn?” The Bhikshu told him, “We learn the
dharma of interdependent origination. What this means is that all
dharmas arise from conditions and all dharmas cease with conditions.
My teacher is called a Shramana. He vigorously cultivates precepts, sa-
madhi and wisdom and puts an end to greed, anger, and delusion. He
always speaks Dharma in this way.” On hearing this, the Venerable
One was so joyful that he bowed to the Buddha as his teacher. Within
seven days, he mastered all the principles that the Buddha talked
about and was thus known as the one foremost in wisdom. When
the Buddha expounded the Dharma, Shariputra often requested
the Dharma on behalf of the assembly. The only exception was
the Amitabha Sutra, which was delivered by the Buddha without
request. He also accompanied Manjushri Bodhisattva to visit the
layman, Vimalakirti, who was ill. On that occasion, the heavenly
maidens scattered flowers, which fell on the Venerable One’s
body. The flowers stuck to his clothes and could not be brushed
off. What was the meaning of this? This was an indication that he
should forsake the small and turn towards the great. The Small
Vehicle only benefits oneself and its followers only mind their own
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business. On the other hand, the Great Vehicle universally benefits
all, which is to benefit oneself as well as others. The Small Vehicle is
only concerned with self-benefit.

A verse in praise says:
He was already wise while still inside the womb.
His great eloquence was without peer.
The philosopher, Kausthila,
Willingly acknowledged defeat.
Although he had entered a heterodox path,
He ultimately returned to the Buddhist order.
Foremost in intelligence and wisdom,
He was highly learned and well informed.

Commentary:

He was already wise while still inside the womb: He already pos-
sessed great wisdom when he was still in his mother’s womb. His
great eloquence was without peer: Nobody could compare with his
debating skills.

The philosopher, Kausthila, willingly acknowledged defeat:
His uncle was Kausthila, a great philosopher of that time, but even
he could not defeat Shariputra in debate. Although he had entered
a heterodox path, he ultimately returned to the Buddhist order.
Even though he was previously an externalist, eventually he joined the
Buddhist order and became a Bhikshu.

Foremost in intelligence and wisdom, he was highly learned
and well informed: He was number one in terms of intelligence and
wisdom. He was a very knowledgeable person.

Another verse says:

Assisting the Buddha to propagate the teachings,

he transformed and crossed over the multitudes.

He constantly contemplated at ease by means

of profound prajna.

Realizing the emptiness of the five skandhas, he had

no ‘self” and ‘others’;

With the three poisons eradicated, he met the Buddha

and Sangha.

By subduing the mind and leaving all characteristics,

he broke his attachments to the Dharma.

Forsaking the small and turning towards the great,

he awakened to perfect penetration.

Manifesting as a Bhikshu, he exerted his influence
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upon the group,
He accomplished his tasks and withdrew without
claiming any credit.

Commentary:

Assisting the Buddha to propagate the teachings, he transformed
and crossed over the multitudes. He helped the Buddha to teach and
transform living beings. He constantly contemplated at ease by means
of profound prajna. He always returned the light to illuminate within
and sought everything within himself. As a result, his prajna wisdom was
exceptionally profound.

Realizing the emptiness of the five skandhas, he had no ‘self” and
‘others’. The Heart Sutra says: “The five skandhas are all empty” and “Form
itself is emptiness; emptiness itself is form.” He did not have any notion
of ‘self’ or ‘others’.

With the three poisons eradicated, he met the Buddha and
Sangha: It was only when he had rid himself of the three poisons that he
could meet the Buddha and the greatly virtuous ones of the Sangha.

By subduing the mind and leaving all characteristics, he broke his
attachments to the Dharma. As he was able to subdue the attachments
in his mind and separate from all characteristics, he broke through all his
attachments to ‘self” and ‘Dharma’.

Forsaking the small and turning towards the great, he awakened
to perfect penetration: In forsaking the small and turning towards the
great, he realized and awakened to the principle of perfect penetration.

Manifesting as a Bhikshu he exerted his influence upon the
group. He manifested a Bhikshu’s appearance so as to provide leadership
for the group of disciples and exert his influence. He accomplished his
tasks and withdrew without claiming any credit: Since all the tasks
that he had undertaken to do were accomplished, he withdrew and did not

claim any personal credit in the presence of the Buddha.
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