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Turning Compassion into Practice
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A Talk Given by Aaron Friedman at City of Ten Thousand Buddhas on Febuary 16, 2020
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My talk is about turning compassion into practice. 'm going
to talk about health issues that I've had over the course of my life
to give people a better feel of where that is for me personally but
also where that is for the community.

I think there are many people with health issues, and it’s
important to include everybody in some way, especially those in
our community, and that’s not just a message for us, but it’s also a
message for all Buddhist communities and all good communities.

I have had multiple illnesses over the course of my life from
when [ was ten to twenty-four years old. Several illnesses have
gone away through the practice of Buddhism, and I ended up
with getting good grades in college.

My health has been pretty good since I've been at CT'TB. I've
actually been able to go on a lower dosage of one of the medicines
multiple times through a doctor’s advice. I think in terms of
someone living here with some illness, it’s a very good experience
with very high hopes. I think people are very respectful of privacy

as well as compassion toward people who suffer from whatever
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kind of difficulty they have in life.

I am going to next talk about what it’s like for someone who
practices or cultivates the Way, the Buddha’s path to have those illnesses,
as well as beyond the medicine, just to give people a little bit more of
a picture of my perspective, and I ‘ll start with the university and then
my time here.

I first introduced myself to Buddhism when I was around maybe
eighteen-year-old. But I realized that my life of studying Buddhism
was completely different from before I was eighteen, so it was a very
new challenge for me, and I was willing to give it a try. I've taken
different medications over many years, so I feel that it is very difficult
for my mind to concentrate. My mind was, in a secular sense, just
occupied with timeless cultivation. In college, if I tried to read a book,
my mind sometimes was there and sometimes it was not, and when I
tried to listen to a lecture, it was as if I was listening, but not listening.
So I felt that I was doing some patchwork cultivation, as if wearing a
dress full of patches, making up for it everywhere.

Anyway, I didn’t give up trying and kept doing it, and I feel that
I had made progress and improved as a person as well as portrayed in
my goals in the Buddhist faith. It was not easy for me for there’s just a
lot of stuff going on in my head. I had too much medicine for many
years; my newer doctor told me that I had been overmedicated for a
long time. I think the way I liken that to the Buddhist practice is like
my investigating a Chan topic or reciting the Buddha’s name. It’s hard
reciting Buddha’s names through arising afflictions, trying to recite
and concentrate one’s mind through having illnesses, or reading some
Dharma words, but being unable to interpret it right—these can be
challenging.

Before I talk about why I came to a community like this and its
rewards, I want to rewind a little bit and talk about the title: turning
compassion into practice. Compassion is good; it can be given to
all living beings. When I first encountered Buddhism, I read many
fancy terms and stuff that would strike a young westerner. But then
I was relating it subjectively to my health, how do those connect it,
and if someone has very serious illness, what would their response to
Buddhism be, what’s there for them? How do they challenge that, or
how does that challenge them to face themselves? Are you going to try,
test challenge it, and go after that or dismiss it? Can you actually get
better through a Buddhist faith?

What I found was that therapy differs a little bit for different
people. Some people may make a gradual progress with the therapy,
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but the therapist outside his or her clinic does not carry
too much responsibility. However, I think having a
Buddhist community that you can go to is another step:
in addition to responsibility, there is vulnerability. And
the result is that you get something you don’t necessarily
have so much of in the western world, which is a very
strong and kind of cohesive social fabric that really
makes all the difference in a sick person’s life. I dream
of a day when the general public is such that when you
have some mental or physical difficulties in your life, you
can just go to a Way-place for a day or a week, and it’s
such a nice place that individual struggle just disappears.
It’s not direct therapy, but the power of people in that
community in their way of life is enough to just remove
the karmic obstacles. How powerful a statement that
would be to the western world! I don’t sense that this
would be happening soon, I think there would be such
an interesting goal to shoot for. But getting better from
illnesses is definitely not the only reason to practice
Buddhism.

I went home for about three and half weeks in
January, and I had an incredible feeling occur. I was
in my backyard, which slopes down a bit, and there’s a
completely flat little stump there from a very tall pine
tree. I got to do meditation in my backyard and I had
a good feeling that Buddhism is spreading in America.

I felt really cool that I've brought my knowledge to
a transcendental place, but this time around, I felt that I
was taking what I had learned and done here at CTTB
into the secular life. I came to CTTB and brought with
me what I learned in college, and now I can take what
I also learned from here out and go somewhere with it
for like a small period of time. I've felt as if I was doing
my own part to spread Buddhism outside CTTB on my
own. Even though it may not be very significant, every
small thing was very meaningful for me, metaphorically.
Maybe in the future there will be many people, maybe
a hundred or two hundred million, who are ordinary
in current present America who can just go out and
interact with each other [in meaningful and beneficial
ways]. Buddhism will be a more well-known religion in

the US, and that makes me really happy inside. &
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