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Single Spark, Mighty Flame
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Today, on the 15th day of the second lunar month, is the eve of Guan

Yin session and it is also the Nirvana day of our fundamental teacher
Shakyamuni Buddha. Shakyamuni Buddha once said in the Sutra Samadhi
of Guan Yin Bodhisattva, “Guan Yin Bodhisattva had realized Buddhahood,
before I did, with the name Light of Proper Dharma Tathagata. At that time,
I was his ascetic disciple.” Although many eons ago, Guan Yin Bodhisattva
realized Buddhahood, had already entered Nirvana. Even Amitabha Buddha
in the Western Pure Land, where we vow to be reborn, will eventually enter
Nirvana in the far future as well.

According to the Compassionate Flower Sutra and the Prophecy of Guan
Yin Sutra, after Amitabha Buddha enters Nirvana, Guan Yin Bodhisattva
will become the next Buddha of Land of Ultimate Bliss. At that time,
those Pure Land practitioners who have to yet accomplish Buddhahood
will take refuge with Guan Yin Bodhisattva and become his retinue in the
Pure Land to continue to cultivate. After that Guan Yin Bodhisattva will
also enter Nirvana and Great Strength Bodhisattva will become the next

Buddha afterwards. His Pure Land, lifespan, teachings and retinue will be
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no different from those of Guan Yin Bodhisattva.

All Buddhas have great kindness, compassion, wisdom and spiritual
powers, and they can live as long as they wish. However, why do they enter
Nirvana instead of continuing transforming living beings for as long as
possible? In Chapter 16, the Zathagata’s Lifespan of the Dharma Flower Sutra,
it states that the Tathagata enters Nirvana only as an expedient to teach and
transform living beings.

Why is that? if the Buddha were to stay in the world for a long time,
Living beings would think the Buddhas would take care of them forever,
they would become lax and stop cultivating. Therefore in Chapter 33, the
Inconceivable Dharmas of Buddhas of the Avatamsaka Sutra, it says that when
a Buddha enters Nirvana, living beings will realize that “the Buddha, with
great kindness and compassion, takes pities on all living beings and benefits
the whole world. He rescues sentient beings and be their refuge. It is rare
to encounter the Tathagata in the world, and now the unsurpassed field of
blessing is gone forever.” At this time, living beings will realize how precious is
the opportunity to encounter the Buddha. Because of this cherishing and the
longing for the Buddha, they will practice according to the Buddha’s teachings
and plant good roots of liberation.

It reminds me of a story I'd like to share. Once upon a time there was a
family—an old father and four lazy sons. These four boys did nothing but eat,
drink and be merry all the time. The father always reminded them patiently, “I
know I will die one day so you must rely on your own efforts, otherwise when
I'm dead, how will you four manage to live by yourselves?” The sons thought
the father was nagging and did not pay attention to his words. They thought
their father would always be around and they could live off of him. So they
continued wasting away their family’s wealth for pleasures until their wasteful
ways brought the once prosperous family into deep poverty.

One day the father became very ill and bedridden. He knew he would
soon pass away. So he called his four sons and said, “My dear sons, your father
will soon be dead. Your livelihood will soon be a problem, so I have prepared
50 ounces of gold to take care of your future needs.” Upon hearing that, the
four sons’ eyes lit up immediately and they asked, “Is the gold at home?” The
father told them it’s hidden in the orchard at the foot of the mountain, so you
shouldn’t sell the land for cash. They asked again, “Where exactly did you hide
it?” The father said, “I don’t know the exact spot but it’s there. You will surely
find it, so go and find it yourselves.” Then he passed away.

After their father’s death, the four sons immediately picked up rakes and
shovels and headed for the orchard in search of the gold. They carefully dug
over every inch of the land but didnt find any gold. As the soil was so well
loosened, the succeeding crops were of extremely good quality. They sold the
harvest and when they counted their earnings they discovered that it came to
exactly 50 ounces of gold.

The Buddha is like the compassionate old father; living beings are like the
four sons; the orchard is like our mind and the rakes and shovels represent

Dharma. If we cultivate our mind with Dharma, our harvest is worth more
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than any amount of gold. Why is that? Gold will be used up eventually
but if we cultivate our mind with Dharma, we will receive the fruit of true
liberation and it will benefit us infinitely.

So why don’t many living beings cultivate their mind according to
Dharma and develop their inherent wisdom? In the Dbarmapada there is
a story that I'd like to share.

When the Buddha resided at the Jetavana Monastery, five laymen
went to the monastery desiring to hear the Dharma. Having bowed to the
Buddha, they sat down respectfully on one side. The Buddha instructed
them in the Dharma with kindness and compassion.

When the Buddha was teaching the Dharma to the five laymen, one
of them was asleep while sitting. Another one was drawing lines with his
fingers on the ground; the third one was moving his body and trying to
shake a tree; the fourth was looking up at the sky. The fifth one was the
only one who was respectfully and attentively listening to the Buddha.

Venerable Ananda who was near the Buddha, saw the curious behavior
of the five laymen and asked the Buddha, “World Honored One, while
you were speaking the Dharma, only one of the five people was listening
attentively.” Venerable Ananda described the different behavior of the
other four and asked why they were behaving in such a manner.

The Buddha explained to Venerable Ananda, “These people haven't
gotten rid of their old habits. In their past lives, the first person was a
snake. As a snake usually coils itself up to sleep, so this man, while listening
to the dharma, goes to sleep soon as he sits cross legged. The one who
was scratching with his hand was an earthworm, digging around all the
time. The one who was shaking the tree was a monkey running around
in the trees the whole time. The one who was gazing up at the sky was an
astronomer, who had done just so frequently in his past life.”

The Buddha continued, “Ananda, you must remember that one must
be attentive to be able to understand the Dharma. However, it’s a shame
that there are many people who cannot do so.” Venerable Ananda asked
the Buddha what prevented people from being able to take in the Dharma.
The Buddha replied, “Ananda, they are confused by greed, hatred and
delusion. For there is no fire like the fire of greed, consuming living beings
as it does, only leaving ashes behind. Therefore, I say there is no fire like
the fire of greed.” After the end of the Buddha’s discourse, the one who was
listening attentively attained the first fruition.

When we are affected by someone unreasonable, we may complain
and think, “Why is this person so rude and unreasonable?” We may feel
very puzzled and upset. This story provides a good solution. We can try to
contemplate that this person is influenced by inclinations or habits of their
past, so their behavior is out of their control. In this way, we can easily let
it go without complaints or resentment. We may even give rise to kindness
and compassion towards this person.

When it comes to greed, we shouldn’t slight even the minute greed of

ours, because a single spark can start a wildfire. I'd like to share a story of
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when the Buddha was in the world.

Venerable Tissa came from a respectable
family in Shravasti. After becoming a monk, he
cultivated vigorously. One morning he received
a robe. Unfortunately he was unable to digest

food he had eaten so he died that night and was

Namo Avalokitesvara Bodhisattva
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reborn as a flea on that very robe.

Afte the monks performed his funeral
ceremony, according to the Vinaya, the robe
belonged to the Sangha and they were going to
divide it. At that time, the flea screamed, “You
monks are robbing my property!” The Buddha
heard that scream and asked Venerable Ananda
to tell the monks to lay aside Venerable Tissas
robe for seven days. Venerable Ananda did as
he was told and after seven days, that flea died
and was reborn in Tushita Heaven. On the eighth day, the Buddha
allowed the monks to divide Tissa’s robe proportionally.

The monks did so and amongst themselves discussed why the
Buddha had them put aside the robe for seven days. When the
monks told the Buddha their discussion, the Buddha said, “Monks,
Tissa was reborn as a flea on his own robe which he just received.
If you were to divide up his robe, he would have held a grudge
against you and been reborn in hell. Now that he has been reborn
in Tushita Heaven, for this reason, I permitted you to take the robe
and divide it amongst yourselves.”

The Buddha then concluded that craving is indeed a grievous
matter amongst living beings here in the world, it causes living
beings to be reborn in hell. Therefore, we should pay attention to
the purpose of our cultivation, it is to get rid of our greed, hatred
and delusion instead of seeking for psychic power or responses.

We just mentioned that Guan Yin Bodhisattva had become a
Buddha in the past. After Shakyamuni Buddha became a Buddha,
Guan Yin becomes a Bodhisattva to help Shakyamuni Buddha
teach living beings in the Saha world. At the same time, he and
Great Strength Bodhisattva help Amitabha Buddha in the Western
Pure Land. So in Buddhism it is said, “When one Buddha comes to
the world, a thousand Buddhas come to the world to support him.”
It shows that we also should be kind and compassionate and always
help each other.

Loving kindness and compassion is the characteristic of
Guan Yin Bodhisattva. And the foundation of loving kindness
and compassion is to put yourself in other’s position and help

others elevate sufferings and attain bliss. It is a way to accomplish

Buddhahood. &





