Gratitude B2

A Dharma talk given by Brooks Hansard at the City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on April 1, 2019
Chinese Translated by John Chu
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Good evening all good and wise advisors, Amitabha. Tonight, I would
like to talk about the importance of gratitude.

As the volunteer coordinator ( for the men at CT'TB), a big challenge
that I've noticed volunteers tend to encounter is a mindset that is averse
towards taking on new work or attending the ceremonies. This is only
natural, as most people, including myself, would have such a mindset.
For instance, for the first couple years when I was a volunteer, whenever
I would be asked to do additional work beyond my assigned work that I
was already responsible for, although I would agree to do it, in my mind
I would not want to do it. I'd feel this inner reluctance to do it because
there would be other things that I'd rather be doing at that time. That
was the selfishness in my mind. After volunteering for a couple years, I
finally had the realization that the opportunity to volunteer at CTTB is
very rare and I should not take it for granted. I realized that this was a
precious opportunity for me to create merit and virtue, and to transform

my selfish mind into one of selflessness by volunteering for the Sangha.
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Although I'm ashamed to say that others volunteer much, much more
of their time to serve CT'TB than I do, from that point on at least my
mindset towards volunteer work had changed.

Such a change of mindset also occurred for me when it comes
to ceremonies. Residents at CT'TB attend the ceremonies every day.
For me at least, doing the ceremonies on a daily basis caused me to
lose the mindset of devotion during the ceremony because it became
monotonous for me. The monotony would cause me to feel bored
by it, and I would lose interest in trying to maintain single-pointed
concentration. I would start false thinking during the ceremony or
have an apathetic mind towards it, feeling like I was there because
I had to be, not because I wanted to be. Yet now that I'm living
outside, that mindset has changed. I look forward to any opportunity
I might have to participate in the evening ceremony. Once I'm at the
ceremony, I'm usually very vigorous in trying to maintain a focused
mind. This is because now that I'm living outside CTTB, I no longer
take the ceremonies for granted. I see them as rare opportunities and
am happy to get the chance to participate in them.

So I will encounter this type of mindset with the volunteers
too, who can sometimes be very honest with me and confess that in
their minds they don’t want to do extra volunteer work or attend the
ceremonies even though they know they should. The reason might be
due to tiredness or their bad habits, such as laziness, that are making
itdifficult for them to do these things. Whenever I hear volunteers tell
me this, I can empathize with them and I might tell them about my
own similar experience, which I just mentioned to you. One thing,
however, I make sure to mention is how rare it is for them to get
this opportunity to live, practice, and work at CT'TB. I'll say this to
them: “Think about all the people who live on the planet. How many
of those people will ever have the chance to practice and volunteer
at a proper monastery like CTTB, where people are sincere in their
practice and uphold the precepts? Such people are a very, very small
minority of the human population. Now expand that to include all
the innumerable animals that live on planet Earth. The people who
can work and cultivate at CTTB becomes an even smaller minority.
Then expand that to include all the people who were alive before
the Buddha’s time or never had a chance to encounter his teachings
after he entered Nirvana, and also take into consideration that the
Proper Dharma is continuing to die out in the world and is becoming
more and more difficult to encounter, until eventually it will be gone
completely from this world. Is it not rare to encounter the Proper
Dharma? Also, the amount of time you can live and cultivate here

is limited. This is probably just a passing stage in your life as even
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our long-term volunteer residents usually don’t live here beyond several
years. So don’t miss out on this rare opportunity! It won’t last forever!
Take advantage of it while you still can because it will be over before you
know it.” I might tell them that life and death is a serious matter and
should not be taken lightly. This is our one opportunity to transform
our bad habits. We should not squander this opportunity to transform
our destinies.

The overriding message I try to convey to them is one of gratitude.
I feel gratitude can really help motivate us to serve the Three Jewels and
keep vigorous in our practice. Putting into perspective how rare this
chance is and being grateful for this opportunity can instill new life,
new vigor, and zeal into one’s practice. It can make one enthusiastic and
joyful about Buddhist practice and serving the Three Jewels.

So what is gratitude? For me, one form of gratitude is remembering
and appreciating the blessings we have in our lives. It involves constantly
reminding oneself of those blessings. For instance, all of us at CT'TB
have so many blessings. Throughout most of the world there is so much
suffering, and people are willing to undergo great hardship just for the
chance to live in a country like ours, where they can have economic
opportunities, freedom to express their views and beliefs, openly practice
their religions, and don’t have to worry about corruption, oppression,
violence, or whether their material necessities will be available on a
daily basis. To add to that, we at CT'TB even have the blessing of being
able to cultivate the Proper Dharma in a supportive community and
environment, which is a blessing upon a blessing. The Buddha discussed
this when he once said to his disciples: “Suppose, monks, this mighty
earth were one mass of water, and a man were to throw down upon it
a wooden yoke with one hole. Then comes a wind from the east and
wafts it west, and a wind from the west wafts it east. A north wind
walfts it south and a south wind wafts it north. Then once at the end
of a hundred years a blind turtle pops up to the surface. Now what
do you think, monks? Would that blind turtle push his neck through
that yoke with one hole whenever he popped up to the surface at the
end of a hundred years?” At that point, his disciples answered, “It is
unlikely, World-Honored One, that the blind turtle would do that.”
The Buddha then responded, “It is just as unlikely, monks, that one will
be born as a human, just as unlikely that a Tathagata should arise in
the world, an Arahat, a fully Enlightened One; just as unlikely, monks,
that the Dharma and the Vinaya proclaimed by a Tathagata should be
shown in the world. But now indeed, monks, this state of human birth
is won, and a Tathagata has arisen in the world, and the Dharma and
Vinaya proclaimed by the Tathagata is shown in the world.” Here the

Buddha is illustrating just how rare the opportunity that we are now
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currently encountering is, and it also illustrates how blessed we are.
Of course, we all know that our lives are nowhere near to being
perfect; however, we shouldn’t expect too much, given that we live
in the human realm of the Saha world, where our karmic debts are
being repaid. If we don’t contemplate our blessings, we can take
them for granted. Indeed, we are truly blessed to be living where
we live and having the opportunity to practice the Proper Dharma
as taught by the Venerable Master.

I think another form of gratitude involves remembering and
appreciating how others have helped us in the past and any acts
of kindness they might have extended towards us. In regards to
this, the Buddha said: “If there is a person who knows how to be
grateful, he or she, never being oblivious of small favors, to say
nothing of great acts of kindness, deserves honor. Should that
person be a thousand or one hundred thousand yojanas away from
here, he or she would not after all be far away; that person would,
as it were, be close to and not estranged from me. For this reason
a monk should know that I always admire and praise someone
who knows how to be grateful. Those who do not know how to
appreciate great acts of kindness, let alone small favors, are neither
close to me nor am I to them. Even if an ungrateful person formally
wears his or her sarhghatT robe in my presence, he or she is after all
far away. Therefore, I never say one should not be grateful. For this
reason, O all? monks, you should be mindful of gratitude and you
should not imitate others who do not have gratitude. Thus, O all?
monks, you should train.”

Having gratitude also involves remembering, appreciating,
and focusing on the good qualities in others. Such a mindset can
help us cultivate kindness. Unconditional kindness arises when we
don’t see others’ faults, and don’t blame or accuse other people of
wrongdoing. A fault-finding mind is full of afflictions, suffering ,
and is a major hindrance to having patience and kindness. It can
lead to resentment, strife, and contention. On the other hand,
if we have gratitude by remembering that no one is perfect and
reminding ourselves of other people’s strengths rather than their
weaknesses, we can develop kindness and have peaceful and
harmonious relationships.

Gratitude nurtures such harmonious relationships because
it can help us cultivate 7en  ({Z) , translated into English as
humaneness or benevolence. Ren is not only the foundation of a
benevolent and humane relationship, but also the foundation of
filial respect. From an outside perspective, Confucian filial respect

might be seen as a system of rigid hierarchy, where subordinates
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are simply expected to obey and respect their superiors. However,
a closer look at Confucianism shows that ultimately filial respect is
based on 7en, or humane relationships, and is based upon repaying
the kindness of our parents, elders, and teachers. Mahayana
Buddhism expands this list by also encouraging us to repay the
kindness of the Buddhas and Bodhisattvas, as well as the kindness
of all living beings, who in the infinite expanse of past lives were
at some point our parents. Repaying others’ kindness stems from
gratitude. If we don’t remind ourselves, with gratitude, of others’
past kindness towards us, we cannot be filial and develop kindness,
benevolence, and humanity towards all living beings.

We are living in a world full of strife. We as humans fight on
many different levels and in every arena of life. We fight physically
to the point of killing others; we fight verbally by scolding others,
arguing, and bickering. We also fight in our minds by criticizing
others, keeping mental lists of all the ways we have been wronged,
and holding on to resentment and animosity towards others. I wish
that all living beings will instead be grateful towards one another,
and through that gratitude cultivate kindness, humaneness,
benevolence, and filial respect towards all. I wish that all living
beings will remember others’ kindness and work to repay that
kindness. A mind of gratitude is needed now more than ever.
Amitabha! #
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Everything we have comes about because of accumulation. The
great comes from the small; one goes from near to far; and enters
the deep from the shallow. Bodhi is also cultivated to perfection step
by step; it does not happen in a single day. Shakyamuni Buddha
cultivated blessings and wisdom for three great asamkhyeya kalpas.
This is to accumulate Bodhi. For one hundred kalpas, he perfected
the minor characteristics. This is also to accumulate Bodhi.

From this explanation, it is easy to understand the principle
of accumulating Bodhi. If you study the Buddhadharma, you
accumulate Bodhi. If you do not study, you lose Bodhi. Bodhi is
enlightenment, and so if you lose Bodhi, you are not enlightened.
If you are not enlightened, you are not aware when you are in the
wrong, that your time passes in vain.

If you have the strength of Samadhi, wisdom, and spiritual
powers, then you can accumulate Bodhi. The strength of Bodhi
refers to the strength of your enlightenment, and enlightenment

refers to understanding things you did not previously understand.

—A Lecture by the Venerable Master Hsuan Hua in 1969 on the Chapter
of Universal Worthys Conduct and Vows
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