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Relationships
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Tonight I would like to discuss relationships. I believe relationships are one of the
key hallmarks in Mahayana Buddhism. I first started thinking about relationships
within the context of the Mahayana Path when I would sometimes hear the
Venerable Master’s senior disciples say that precepts are ultimately about our
relationships with others.

For instance, when we kill beings, we are causing them physical and emotional
pain, depriving them of their lives, and taking them away from their loves ones.
When we steal, we are impoverishing others. When we lie, we are deceiving
others. When we engage in sexual misconduct, we are creating an unwholesome
relationship with that person and therefore harming that person and possibly
that person’s own relationships with others. When we consume intoxicants, we
are putting ourselves at risk of harming others by giving up control over our
actions.

This focus on creating a caring and wholesome relationship with others
through upholding the precepts is a key teaching found in both the Sravaka
teachings and the Bodhisattva teachings. However, the Bodhisattva Path goes one
step further by including the Paramita of Giving and the Paramita of Patience, in
addition to the Paramita of Precepts. All three of these paramitas are ultimately
about nurturing a positive relationship with others. Every time we give to another
living being, we are creating an affinity with that being. Joy arises in their minds
when they receive the gift. The gift enhances their lives by helping to sustain
them physically and giving them more prosperity.

Patience also fosters a wholesome relationship with beings. Someone yells
at us, slanders us, steals from us, abuses us, takes advantage of us, or harms us
in any way, and yet we don’t get angry. By not responding in anger to others
mistreatment of us, we are thereby stopping contention from developing in that
relationship, or perhaps we stop the cycle of contention from continuing if it
has already started. Practicing patience also provides us with the opportunity
to teach others, by showing them that there are other noble ways to respond to
mistreatment besides getting angry and fighting. It can therefore open up their
perspectives on what is possible. Benefiting a person by embodying the Buddha
Dharma for them also improves one’s relationship with that person, because the

greatest gift of all is the gift of Dharma.
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Fostering a positive and caring relationship with others through the practice
of giving and patience reminds me of a Jataka tale the Buddha once told to his
Sravaka disciples. He said innumerable eons ago there was a child of exquisite
beauty and grace who was born to a Brahmin family. When he turned 20 years
old, his parents told him it was time for him to move out and get a home of his
own. He responded to his parents that he had no desire to live in a home with
a family and that his only wish was to live in the deep mountains as a hermit.
His parents consented and so he entered into the mountain forests and made
that his home.

‘While wandering in the mountains he saw two aged Brahmans who were
immortals. He approached them and asked them what they were doing dwelling
in the forest, and they said, “My son, we dwell here in order to benefit living
beings by practicing all kinds of austerities.” The young man said he had also
come there to endure all kinds of painful austerities with the desire to benefit all
living beings. So he dwelt with the immortals in the mountain forests and from
the merit and virtue that he accumulated from practicing the austerities, he
eventually gained the heavenly eye. With his heavenly eye, he looked around the
forests and saw a pregnant tigress. He thought, “Not long from now this tigress
will give birth and then either die of hunger or in
her famished state desire to eat her young.”

After seeing the tigress, he went to the two
Brahmin immortals and asked, “Which of you
will cut up his body and give it as food to this
tigress?” They responded, “Neither of us is willing
to do that.” Eventually the tigress gave birth, and
after seeing this with his heavenly eye, the young
ascetic again approached the two Brahmins and
said, “Great immortals, the tigress has given birth
to her young. If now you indeed seek to benefit
all living beings, and for this purpose are suffering
austerities, now is your opportunity. You may

now cut up your body and give the your flesh to
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the tiger-mother to eat.”

Upon hearing this, the two immortals went to where the tigress
was, and when they saw her, they thought: “Who can patiently endure
such pain as this in the practice of giving? Who can cut off the flesh
from his body that he cherishes to give to a starving tiger?” At that
point the tiger-mother began to follow them at a distance. When they
saw her following them, they were filled with fear and, rising up into
the air, quickly flew away.

When the two Brahmans returned to the young ascetic, he
said, “Do you claim to be truly upholding your vow and your
oath?” He then immediately vowed, “I now give my body to feed
this tiger. May the reward of this sacrifice be my attainment of
annutarasamyaksambuddha.” After making the vow, he took a knife
and cut the flesh from his body, giving it as a gift to the tiger-mother.

Then, after concluding the story, the Buddha told the Bhikshus
that it was he who cut off his flesh to feed the hungry tiger, and it
was they who were the Brahmans, not willing to sacrifice themselves
to benefit another being. He claimed that because in the past he was
willing to bear suffering and to sacrifice himself in order to give to
others, he has now attained annutarasamyaksambuddha.

With this story, he shows the supreme importance that he gave
to his relationship with that tiger, and that the difference between
becoming a Buddha and an Arhat is the difference in the type
of relationships one creates with living beings while still on the
causal ground: the fruition of Buddhahood results from fostering
relationships of kindness, compassion, and sacrifice, while the absence
of such relationships leads to Arhat fruition.

Most everyone would view an animal as a lowly creature, not
worthy of making any great self-sacrifice for. Yet the Buddha, who
was the greatest of beings, was willing to sacrifice his own worthy

life in order to save the life of a mere beast. This shows that the
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Bodhisattva cherished his relationship with that animal, not
merely treating the tiger-mother like she was his own mother,
but rather like she was his own flesh and blood, an extension
of himself. He created a precious and wonderful affinity with
that tiger-mother by making the ultimate sacrifice for her. This
perspective is far different from the predominant view in the
world today, where animals are seen as so unimportant and
trivial that they can be forced to live miserable lives, treated
inhumanely, and finally slaughtered and eaten.

This reminds me of a talk I heard recently that was given
by someone of another religious tradition. For some reason he
is adamantly anti-vegetarianism. He gave the logic behind this
view as follows: All animals endure myriad forms of suffering.
If everyone on the planet were to become vegetarian, would
the animals suddenly stop experiencing suffering? They
wouldn’t, because it’s too immense. It would never be possible
to eliminate all the suffering they must undergo. For instance,
animals would still be victims of other predatory animals who
would continue to eat them, and that’s just one of many forms
of suffering they must undergo. He implied vegetarianism is
like a drop in a vast ocean in terms of the amount of suffering
it would reduce for animals, and therefore it is useless.

When I heard this, I immediately realized he doesn
understand the entire point of vegetarianism, which is to
develop a good, wholesome relationship with beings. By not
eating animals, we are creating a wholesome affinity with the
animal kingdom. We are nurturing them and our relationship
with them. We know we can’t take away all their suffering, but
we also know our relationship with each individual animal
is very important from a karmic perspective and we want to

create the best relationship we can with them.
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Relationships are an important principle that the Venerable
Master stressed. For instance, the Venerable Master really stressed filial
respect. He said we should treat our parents with kindness and respect,
take good care of them, look after their needs, and try to return their
immense kindness in any way we can. This shows that he gives our
relationship with our parents a prominent place in the Buddhist Path.
He said the Confucian teaching of filial respect is the first step one
takes on the Buddhist Path.

Without the Venerable Master’s focus on relationships, we might
get tunnel vision and exclusively focus on our Dharma door to the
point that we completely ignore or neglect our basic interactions with
others and the kinds of relationships that we are creating with other
beings. We might notice this situation in other Buddhist traditions
when cultivators focus exclusively on their Zen practice, or on yogic
attainments, but all the while ignore their relationships with others-
-embodied through filial respect and the practice of the first three
paramitas. Without the Venerable Master’s teachings to remind us of
the importance of relationships, Buddhist principles such as kindness,
compassion, and the vow to liberate all living beings might become
abstractions instead of lived principles embodied in our relationships
with others. The Brahmin immortals in the Jataka tale exemplified
this when they upheld the noble wish to benefit living being but were
unable to put those principles into action.

This filial regard for our parents can be extended to all living
beings when we transfer merit. When transferring merit, we vow that
that merit will repay the kindness of our four benefactors. Our four
benefactors include our parents, as well as the Three Treasures, our
country and its leaders, and all other livings beings. We do not forget
their kindness and how they have helped us during our lives, and we
make sure to develop a good relationship with them by transferring
our merit to them and thereby repaying their kindness in an unseen
and inconceivable way.

Every day we recite: To the Sangha, I return and rely, vowing that
all living beings form together a great assembly, one and all in harmony.
This is the end goal we as Mahayana practitioners aspire towards. We
hope that all living beings will become Buddhas, and thereby unite
and live as one in a state of perfect harmony. However, the Path is
in the Fruition, and the Fruition is in the Path. On this Mahayana
Path, we make every effort to live harmoniously with others. As the
Venerable Master instructed us: We don't fight with others, nor do we
lie to them. We don’t benefit ourselves to the detriment of others by
being greedy and selfish, nor do we seck and pursue our own personal
advantage at the expense of others. If we can nurture our relationships
with others according to these Six Guiding Principles, then we can
work towards the ultimate goal of helping all living beings unite as
one Dharma Body in perfect harmony. May this Fruition be realized
by one and all. &
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