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Lesson Notes

Date:   January 26th, 2002

Time:  7:30 p.m. – 8:15 p.m. 

Topic:  The Benefits of Buddhism

Teacher:  Jane Poon
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Objectives:

· To appreciate the roots of Buddhism’s benefits

· To identify common, everyday benefits

· How to practice and realize the benefits of Buddhism

(We were split into groups and each read a story.  A speaker was chosen from each group and relayed the answers to the following questions in front of the class)

The “Dollar” Story

Brian needed to borrow a dollar bus far from a passer-by so he could get home.  At the station, he approached an elderly man and said, “Excuse me Sir, my wallet was stolen, could you spare me a dollar for the bus fare?”

“You are asking me for money now.  You’ll then ask the next passer-by.  Your monthly income is higher than my wages.”  The elderly man retorted without even looking at him.  Brian walked away.

Next Brian asked a kind-looking middle-aged woman.

“Young man, you seem like an educated person; get a decent job!”

Then Brian approached a teenage girl thinking if he told her he was a college student, she would lend him the money.  Instead, she became very frightened and backed away quickly to the other corner of the station.

A little boy walked towards the station.  Brian didn’t want to lie about a stolen wallet or being a college student, so he humbly approached the little boy and asked him for bus fare.  Without hesitation or question, the little boy pulled out a dollar from his pocket and handed it to him.  Brian was surprised, and asked why he gave it to him.

“Because you do not have the money for your bus fare; my teacher said you do not need reason to help.”

Coffee

Mary was waiting at the queue for a coffee.  She noticed an elderly couple with their coffee.  The elderly lady opened her tatty old bag and took out a few slices of bread and laid them on the table.  The lady murmured, “George, please get me some jam and butter.”  However, when he went to ask, the girl at the counter refused because he did not make a purchase.  At that point, Mary thought she would get them the jam and butter when she placed her order.

Then, a man several people in front of her said, “Two medium regular coffees, two plain bagels with jam and butter aside to go.”  When the man picked up his order, he walked across to the elderly couple and handed them the jam and butter, saying “For you, sir.”

The old man kept saying, “Thank you so much!”  Mary was very touched by this random act of kindness!

Questions:

1. Summary of story

2. Have you ever had any personal encounters similar to the events in the story?

3. What was your initial reaction to your encounter?  Why?

4. How would you describe the reaction of the 

In the dollar story:


In the coffee story:

a) elderly man


a) the man receiving the jam and butter

b) middle-aged woman

c) teenaged girl

d) little boy

5. After reading the story, has your reaction changed?  Why or why not?

An Analogy Learning Buddhism Incorrectly


Take the four following scenarios, in each case, there is a pitcher of clear water to fill a cup with.  The pitcher of clear water is equivalent to the Dharma, and likewise with the cup as one’s mind.

1. The water is poured onto an overturned cup.  

Of course, no water can get in, so when one’s mind is “overturned,” no Dharma can enter the mind correctly.

2. The water is poured into a leaky cup.
Even though pure water is poured into the cup, it leaks right out again.  Just like if a mind is not “hole-proof”, all of the Dharma entering it will still leak out.

3. The water is poured into a cup full of coffee.
When the water is poured into the coffee, the result is still a polluted puddle.  One must clear his/her mind and filter it out before learning the Dharma.

The biggest benefit to learning Buddhism is attaining the cessation of suffering.  We suffer due to the three poisons: greed, hatred, and delusion.  We are deluded because we are unaware of the cures for these sufferings – the medicine is in the “Noble Eightfold Path.”  By recognizing these roots, we are able to better appreciate, control, and improve upon our life situations in order to reap a more beneficial outcome.  This is, in essence, the teaching of the Buddha.

Some Common Benefits to Learning Buddhism:

1. The ability to better understand and control one’s anger as it arises.

2. The ability to more effectively control our excessive desires and letting go of our stressful feelings.

3. Achieve a better understanding on the workings of “cause and effect.”

4. Improve living conditions (harmony and peace) in this present life.

5. Instill peace and serenity in our daily activities.

6. Better health and prosperity in this lifetime.

7. Avoid the three lower realms (animal, hungry ghost, and hell) in future rebirths.

8. Gaining wisdom for making daily decisions.

We can attain these benefits by:

1. Displaying true sincerity to others.

2. Cultivating the purity of mind within.

3. Establish equality in everything we see.

4. Have a proper understanding of the relation between the environment and us.

5. Practicing compassion by helping others in a wise and unconditional way.

6. Accepting the truth of impermanence.

7. Letting go of all wandering thoughts and attachments.

8. Freeing the mind and spirit.

By Studying the Eightfold Path, cultivating the Five Precepts, as well as practicing charity, we start to accumulate merit and virtue, the main skills in changing our destinies for the better.  Buddhism helps us understand the impermanence of life, preparing ourselves wisely for decay, aging, sickness and finally, death.  Nations grow and weaken; empires rise and fall; mighty palaces are built and crumble to dust – such is the way of the world.

We can give to others in many ways: we can give people money (and other material items), service, time, labour, smiles, care, confidence, and teaching.  Don’t always restrict yourself in thinking that if you want to give something to another person, you must give money.  

(*Note: “211” will soon become a social help hotline available, as a joint project between the United Way and Fo Guang Shan ~ such is another way of giving.)
Chinese proverb: If you give a man a fish, you will feed him for a day; If you give a man a fishing pole and bait, you will feed him for life.

Discussion Notes

Date:   January 26th, 2002

Time:  8:15 p.m. – 9:00 p.m. 

Topic:  After Death

Instructing Venerable: Venerable Miao Hsin
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Question of the week: Last week, it was “Do you think the Buddha found a permanent way to end suffering?”  The answer is that he has, but even in his lifetime, he was already born as a human and so he can’t escape this life/death cycle unless he ended it by dying.  However, once he ended the cycle he was never born again.  

What are the different paths that people believe they travel through after death, and what is the difference between “rebirth” and “reincarnation”?

There are two basic beliefs to what happens after death: there is eternal life (endlessness), and annihilation.  The difference between rebirth and reincarnation is that rebirth consists of completely starting over again from scratch, so to speak, in one of the six realms.  However, reincarnation includes a connection – something is passed between lives and the only thing that is different is the “container.”  In Buddhism, only karmic energy is passed from one life to the next.


“It is rather like a billiard ball flying across the green baize of a billiard table.  It hits another ball and that canons on at a speed and in a direction that owes something to the first ball (and also to other incidental factors), but it does not take away anything material or essential from the first ball.  Another analogy is of the transmission of a flame from one candle to another.”

· John Snelling, quoted from “Essential Buddhism” written by Jack Maguire

Life is an activity (an immaterial thing, an action), not an entity (something more material).  Think of it as a typhoon, created from energy (karma) and water under the right conditions.  It becomes very powerful but it is actually made out of only energy, air, and water.  Where does the Buddha fit in this typhoon example?  He is the eye, the quiet calm, thereby escaping the movement that creates the typhoon.  

Karma is based on three different powers: weight, habit, and memory.

Why is it that in sutras they describe people burning in hell when hell is an immaterial place? 

The sutras describe hell as people boiling alive in oil and suffering.  One can relate to it when he/she is very angry – boiling in the “oil of hatred,” and because of this hatred, there is suffering in unhappiness.

Question for next week:  “If Buddhism teaches people to rely on themselves, then why do they always chant the name ‘Amitofo’?”
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