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How to Truly Help the Poor
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A Dharma talk by Venerable Master Hsuan Hua in 1971
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The war on poverty has started here in the United States (1971).
When I arrived here, I criticized this policy, saying, “This is a useless
way of helping the poor.” A person’s poverty does not originate in this
life, rather it is caused by immeasurable offenses committed during
innumerable past ka/pas. You help him now, but it is only temporary,
and you cannot save him from more lasting poverty.

If you truly want to help the poor, you must promote various
charitable deeds; you must encourage people to do good, ask them
to reform their mistakes, and must encourage them to move towards
goodness and away from karmic offenses. This is real poverty relief. In
addition to this you should teach people not to slander the Three Jewels
and to propagate the Dharma wherever they go. That way the Three
Jewels will continue to dwell in the world. So long as the Three Jewels of
Buddha, Dharma, and Sangha dwell in the world, people will be able to
plant blessings. If a person makes offerings to the Three Jewels, he will

receive the reward of bleassings. If these blessings are planted, one will
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not suffer poverty in the future. This is how to truly help the poor.

Why does one person enjoy high social status? Why is another
poor? There are five causes and conditions which lead to poverty and
low status:

1. Arrogance. Worldly people commonly show arrogance
towards others generally, but even worse: they also behave in this
disrespectful way toward their parents.

2. Stubbornness. This means not respecting your teachers and
elders and not having a sincere mind of respect. When his teachers
try to teach this type of person, he doesn’t listen. This makes him a
stubborn living being.

3. Laxity. A lax person not only does not obey rules and
regulations; even worse, he disrespects the Three Jewels.

4. Thievery (stealing). This refers to someone who liked to steal
in a past life or who used stealing to sustain himself.

5. Failure to pay one’s debts. This means that after incurring debts,
one makes no effort to repay them. If one owes others money and
refuses to pay, one will have to undergo the retribution of poverty
and a low status in a future life.

There are also five causes and conditions which lead to honor and
high social status:

1. Generosity on a vast scale. This means doing a lot of charitable
deeds and benefiting a lot of people. Not only that, one also cherishes
a great and kind regard toward anyone and everyone. This is the first
cause and condition.

2. Respect for one’s parents and teachers. One is also respectful to
parents and teachers. One shouldnt feel great hate for one’s parents,
and declare, “Why did you give birth to me? What a bastard!” Or,
give rise to a thought of hatred towards one’s teachers or masters,
saying, “Ah! You as my Master deprive me of my freedom, making
me listen to all of your biddings. It is too unfair!” One harbors
such hateful or unsatisfied thoughts towards one’s teachers. On
one hand, on the surface one kowtows and shows obeisance; on
the other hand, one starts to talk evil of one’s teachers behind their
back. All these are simply the acts of not respecting one’s parents and
teachers. Disrespecting parents and teachers is one of the reasons
for not being reborn into a noble family. Do you think it is serious?
No matter if the teacher is good or bad, you should not speak evil
of him; otherwise, you will commit offenses, and will not be able to
be reborn in a noble family in the future. This is the second cause

and condition.
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3. Respecting the Three Jewels. One should revere and pay
obeisance to the Three Jewels, and also revere all elders.

4. Displaying patience and freedom from anger. One should practice
patience and humility, rather than displaying anger or throwing a
tantrum. One should also be gentle and humble. This means that one
will happily endure situations where one is being scolded, hit, or beaten
by others, without giving rise to any afflictions. When others scold
you or hurl insults at you, you should be patient; and when others
beat you, you should be even more patient. At no time should you lose
your temper or get angry. As you can see it is quite difficult to attain
wholesome karmic rewards. Moreover, it requires you to be gentle and
humble. You always ought to be polite and gentle to everyone.

5. Studying the Buddhadharma extensively. One should learn as
much as possible. This means listening to sutra lectures more often,
listening to Dharma talks more often, and studying the precepts more
often — all this helps one to expand one’s knowledge and become
more erudite.

These are the five qualities which make it possible for one to obtain
honor and high social status as well as money and power. However,
that doesn’t mean possessing money and power is a good thing. Both
of these come from [actions performed in] one’s previous lives. If a
person can develop these five qualities fully, that is a much better thing.
Possessing just one of these qualities will enable someone to avoid
being reborn into a poverty-stricken family with low social status.
Thus we can understand why a person might enjoy so much power
and glory now: it all comes from cultivation undertaken in past lives;

it is not something you easily obtain in this life. #
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People who have explored the moon say there is nothing living there. There are living things on the moon, but
we can’t see them with our human flesh eyes. There are heavenly beings dwelling there, there are Bodhisattvas
dwelling there, and there are arhats dwelling there and cultivating. There are also immortals who dwell there.
But these are people we can’t see with our flesh eyes. So even though we see, we can’t recognize them. They are
all there entering samadhi. There are other living beings as well dwelling on the moon. The living beings who
dwell on the moon perceive it to be immense. They see the moon as a huge world system and as a huge planet yet
it has not increased. They see the moon as huge but the moon hasn’t increased even by a little bit. These are cases
of people seeing things differently.

“The Ten Samadhis,” of the Avatamsaka Sutra

—An excerpt from Venerable Master Hsuan Hua’s Commentary on Chapter Twenty Seven,
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