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“I’d like to think that Tales for Transforming Adversity may cause some people to rethink their life. It is not a panacea for every spiritual ill, but I hope that it may bring peace and joy to some people’s minds in this turbulent age.”
 — Khenpo Sodargye
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One of the world’s most popular Tibetan lamas shares accessible advice for working with adversity and living a spiritual life.


Enjoy a variety of meditations on topics from flattery and jealousy to karma and compassion. In each brief chapter Khenpo Sodargye weaves in stories from ancient classics and modern headlines. Drawing on adages from the Buddha, Confucius, and even Mark Twain, he delivers simple and timeless insights about facing adversity and developing a good heart.


With this English-language edition, you can now join the tens of millions who have already benefitted from this ageless advice on money, relationships, mortality, and more.


KHENPO SODARGYE was born in Tibet in 1962 in what is today the Sichuan province of China. After spending his early years herding yaks, he is now the preeminent scholar of Larung Gar Buddhist Institute in Serthar. He regularly speaks at universities across the globe.
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Preface


How often do we feel satisfied with our life? Ancient sages say that if we divide our life into ten equal parts, we are only happy for one or two of them. The Buddha, too, reminds us again and again that life is riddled with suffering. Even setting aside the suffering of birth, old age, sickness, and death, it’s impossible to avoid the suffering of being separated from loved ones, encountering enemies, and generally not getting what we want.


Some people might object, saying, “There’s obviously a lot of joy in life. Why does the Buddha emphasize suffering?” While Buddhism certainly recognizes suffering, it doesn’t deny that there is happiness in life, too. The problem with this happiness is that it’s fragile and fleeting. Happiness tints our life, but it’s not the primary hue. The only certainty in life is that everything changes. The powerful can become prisoners, devoted friends can become enemies, happy families can split, and even people who live for a long time will eventually die. Indeed, even the best circumstances change, and change causes suffering. This is what we mean when we say that life is full of suffering. If you refuse to recognize this, insisting that life is a joyride, blinding yourself to reality, and mistaking suffering for happiness, then you lose your chance to be truly free from suffering. Facing the truth of suffering is the first step toward real and lasting happiness. The Buddha became awakened only after first witnessing the suffering of old age, sickness, and death. So don’t try to avoid suffering, and don’t be afraid of it.


Some people only want comfort and are unwilling to face the suffering that lies in store for them. This is simply unrealistic. Life is full of rainstorms and bumpy rides, and besides, without the wind, frost, snow, and rain, there would be no blossoms in the spring or fruit in the fall. Also, a lot of people believe that altruism — seeking the happiness of others — brings no reward, not realizing that, on the contrary, it’s the most rewarding thing there is. They think that accepting the truth of impermanence will reduce their drive and ambition, not realizing that living with the truth of change makes life more fascinating. Instead, they spend their time worrying about their possessions and their reputation. Unfortunately, none of these will ensure a peaceful death, let alone happiness in future lives. We need to become masters of our own mind. No matter how complicated the situation might be, or how unbearable life feels, the best medicine for living well is practicing what the Buddha taught.


When I wrote Tales for Transforming Adversity, my target readers were people living in Han Chinese areas, because I have known and understood their lives and suffering quite well. To my surprise, the book was embraced widely; many people found approaches to tame their minds through these ancient and contemporary stories from both the East and West. Moreover, since simple stories can leave a deep impression, it is easy to recollect them in challenging or difficult times, so readers found the messages in this book useful in their everyday lives.


But the anxieties and questions addressed in this book are not Chinese problems or Tibetan problems. They are human problems, gnawing at people of all different colors, speaking different languages, in every corner of the world. I am delighted that through the efforts of many, this English version has finally come into being and may be able to bring ease and happiness to many more people in this turbulent age.


Khenpo Sodargye
 Larung Gar Buddhist Institute, 2017
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How Can We Live without Suffering?


[image: images]


A life without hardship is like an empty ship, easily overturned in a storm.









Strengths and Weaknesses


Everyone has strengths and weaknesses. Even the greatest among us have shortcomings, and those limited in their capacities have strengths. There’s no point in comparing your shortcomings with the virtues of others. Those others might believe they could never match you in certain ways. The Daoist philosopher Zhuangzi’s “Autumn Floods” says:


The one-footed yak wished it were a millipede because a millipede can walk. The millipede wished it were a snake because a snake can slither very fast. The snake wished it were the wind because the wind can move even faster. The wind wished it were as swift as eyesight. Eyesight, however, wished it were the mind, since the mind can move in less than an instant.


Buddhist scriptures say that the mind is the swiftest of all things. The point is that, when comparing yourself with others, since there’s always someone better than you at something, don’t be overly inflated, and since even the greatest have weaknesses, don’t be overly self-critical. As it is said, “A foot has its shortness; an inch has its length.”


A fable illustrates this. Once, a little mouse wanted dearly to be strong and brave. Looking up at the sky one day, the mouse was struck by its vastness and thought that the sky must be the strongest thing that there was. It called out, “Sky, you must not be afraid of anything. I’m so very small. Could you help me be strong and brave?”


The sky replied, “I am afraid of some things. I’m afraid of dark clouds. When they cover me up, I can’t see anything.”


So the little mouse concluded that dark clouds were even stronger than the sky. It found a dark cloud and said to it, “Cloud, you can cover the sky and block out the sun. You must be the strongest thing in the world. You must not be afraid of anything. I’m so very small. Could you help me be strong and brave?”


The dark cloud said, “I am afraid of strong winds. I work hard to cover the sky, but when the wind comes, I’m blown away.”


So the little mouse went to the wind with the same question. The wind answered, “I am afraid of walls. I can’t go through them, so walls are stronger than me.”


So then, of course, the little mouse went to see a wall and asked, “Wall, you can stop the wind. Are you the strongest thing in the world?”


The wall’s answer stunned him: “Not at all. What I’m most afraid of are mice! They can make holes in me, and enough of those can make me collapse.”


The little mouse rolled over in astonishment. “I’ve looked everywhere, searching the world for the strongest thing, but it turns out that actually it is me!”


It is a mistake to look at the strengths of others and conclude that we’re worthless. Often we don’t realize how powerful we are.









If You Seek the Wrong Thing, Misery Follows


All things are impermanent. Everything, including our body, wealth, reputation, and relationships, will change. We also don’t keep these things when we die. Only our mind stays with us through life and death.


Long ago there was a merchant who had four wives. He was very fond of his fourth wife and would do whatever she asked. He had struggled to win the heart of his third wife, so he always kept her with him and spoke sweetly to her. His second wife was his confidante, and he spoke to her every day. His first wife was like a maid, following his every word without complaint, but she didn’t have a real place in his heart.


Once, the merchant was preparing for a long trip and asked each of his wives if they would go with him.


The fourth wife simply refused to go.


The third wife said, “If even your favorite wife won’t go, why should I?”


The second wife said, “I’ll see you off, but I don’t want to go someplace far away.”


Only the first wife said, “Wherever you go and however far it is, I’m happy to go!”


What does this mean? His fourth and favorite wife represents the body. While we are alive, we see it as the most important thing we have, but at the time of death, it won’t go with us. The third wife represents our wealth. No matter how hard we work to get it, at the time of death we can’t even take a penny. The second wife represents our friends and relatives. When we die, at best they shed some tears and bury us. The first wife represents our mind. It’s the closest thing to us but also the most easily neglected, since we would rather invest all our energy in external things.


This is why a master once said, “We have so many strange ideas: we can’t wait to grow up, but then we lament our long-lost childhood. We make ourselves ill earning money, but then we spend it all on getting better. Death always seems a long way off, but when we die, it seems as if life was too short. We constantly worry about the future and ignore the happiness of the present moment.”


If we understand that all things change — they come into being when conditions arise and come to an end when conditions cease — then even what we have right now will seem marvelous. We will stop madly pursuing fame and worldly gain, and when misfortunes plague us, we won’t fall into desperation. In short, if we get used to change and accept it, it will prevent us from blaming others for our problems and let us relax our bodies and open our minds.









Optimism and Pessimism


Not long ago, a lay student of mine gave me a call and said, “Khenpo, I’ve been listless and depressed recently and have been thinking that a change of scenery might do me good.” This reminded me of a story.


Once, a man had two sons and decided to call them Optimist and Pessimist. These two children grew up in the same environment but had very different personalities. Optimist was always happy no matter what problems he ran into, whereas Pessimist always felt oppressed even when everything was going well.


At some point, the man regretted having given such ridiculous names to his sons. To try to somehow reverse the process, he decided to leave Optimist on a pile of manure and Pessimist on a heap of jewels and toys. After a while, the man went back to see what had happened. To his surprise, Optimist was enjoying himself exploring the dung heap and told him, “You asked me to stay here, so there must be a treasure in here somewhere!” Pessimist, on the other hand, was sitting sadly in the middle of all the jewels and had smashed half of the toys. When he saw this, their father realized that in order to change your mood, it’s not enough to change the circumstances.


All of our experiences are projections of our own minds. Due to different mental states, our perspectives on the same objects can be worlds apart. That’s why it is said that when a pessimist sees a rose bush, he will complain about the thorns, whereas an optimist will appreciate the flowers. We can try a change of scenery, but far more powerful is to change our mind.


Whether our life is happy or miserable isn’t determined primarily by external conditions. The American essayist Ralph Waldo Emerson wrote, “The pleasure of life is according to the man that lives it, and not according to the work or the place.” Many things in your life won’t go as planned. If you can’t face problems directly, blaming things on others and trying to find happiness by changing your external conditions, then you’ll make yourself miserable. No matter what situation you’re in or how much frustration you feel, it’s better to tame your mind than to blame the circumstances. That works better than anything!









Suffering and Happiness Are the Work of the Mind


I was chatting recently with a very good friend. We talked about many things, from Dharma to daily life, engrossed in pleasant conversation. Suddenly it was time for lunch, and someone brought us each a bowl of noodles. As soon as I saw it, my mouth started watering, and when I tasted it, it was fantastic. It had never occurred to me that meeting a good friend could make food taste so good. The power of the mind really is incredible.


I remember when I was just a little boy, my father took me to Trango. On the way, we passed through a small town called Drimdu. We had a bowl of noodles in a little noodle shack. Even now, several decades later, I still remember how good those noodles were. Since then I’ve tasted a lot of famous delicacies, but none of them has ever matched the flavor of that bowl of noodles. Of course, I know very well that the noodles in such a small town couldn’t have been that extraordinary, but everything is affected by our moods. I could have been especially delighted because back then it would have been a rare chance for me to eat out or because in those days there wasn’t a lot of good food to be had.


One fable gives a similar illustration. Once, an exiled emperor tasted some particularly good tofu. It was so delicious that he thought it must be as good as ambrosia in heaven. When he returned to the palace after his exile, he commanded many great chefs to reproduce this tofu. No matter how skilled they were or how much they tried, the tofu never tasted as good. His attachment to that flavor was so extreme that he had chefs who failed beheaded. Had he understood the meaning of “the object is the work of the mind,” he would never have gone that far! Unfortunately, very few people in this world understand the relation between the mind and the external world.









Self-Reliance


If you’re successful and carefree thanks only to the support of others, your luck may run out. Some people only manage to obtain good jobs and so forth through family connections. However, since their parents’ positions may change, and since their parents will eventually die, there’s no certainty that such fortunes will last. It’s best to rely on yourself.


There’s an ancient story about two swans and a turtle who lived together in a pond. One summer there was a severe drought. Seeing their pond about to dry up, they became restless like cats on hot bricks. One of the swans said, “We shouldn’t wait here to die; we should fly to the far-away lake.” The turtle was upset at the prospect of being deserted. The swans said, “We can fly, but you can’t. What can we do?”


The turtle had an idea: “If each of you hold one end of a stick, I can bite it in the middle, and then we can all fly together.” The two swans thought it was a good idea and agreed. They picked up the turtle and began the long flight toward the far-away lake.


As they flew they passed over a village, and some children saw them. The children clapped their hands and called out, “What clever swans, making a turtle fly!” The turtle was annoyed and thought, “This flying idea was mine! Why should the swans get the credit?!” Although the turtle wanted to say something, he didn’t want to fall, so he swallowed his pride and kept quiet.


A little while later they passed another village, and another group of children saw them and also called out, applauding the swans. This time the turtle couldn’t restrain himself and shouted, “It was my idea!” Of course, as soon as he opened his mouth, he fell to the ground and died.


People who are careless and boastful while depending on others for their good fortune will eventually fall. If others treat you with kindness, recognize this and be appreciative — not like this turtle!


People who depend on others for their survival will, just like this turtle, eventually suffer. Therefore be grateful for the help you receive, but put effort into enhancing your own abilities rather than relying too much on the generosity of others. The ancients said, “The scholars are not ashamed of shabby clothes but of lacking knowledge in their belly.” As long as you have genuine talent and concrete learning, you can make your way wherever you go. If you always rely on others, “mountains you rely on may collapse; rivers you lean upon may dry up.”









“I will never forget a favor I’ve received, but I will forget all the favors I’ve done.”


Mahayana Buddhism stresses returning kindness and never seeking revenge. When you owe a debt of gratitude, always think, “For each tiny drop of kindness I receive, I will return a gushing river.” The mathematician Hua Luogeng said, “I will never forget a favor I’ve received, but I will forget all the favors I’ve done.” Similarly, if others hold animosity toward you, forget it as soon as possible, and avoid obsessing over it or taking it to heart.


Good-hearted people try never to hold grudges against people who hurt them. An ancient Mahayana Buddhist story illustrates the wisdom of this. One evening, on the way back to his monastery, a monk was caught in a rainstorm, with no sign that it would let up. The monk saw a large house nearby and wondered if he might be allowed to stay there for the night. When the monk rang the bell at the gate, a servant came to answer. After asking what the monk wanted, the servant replied coldly, “My master has no interest in monks. You’d better find someplace else.”


The monk then said, “It’s raining so hard, and there are no other houses nearby; would you please do me this one favor?”


The servant replied, “I can’t make this decision. I will have to ask my master.” He went to ask his master and reported back to the monk that the master would not allow him to stay. The monk begged to stay under the eaves for one night, but the servant still shook his head. Having no other option, the monk took his leave, but he first asked for the name of the servant’s master. He then rushed back to the monastery in the rain and arrived completely soaked.


Three years later, the wealthy owner of the mansion fell deeply in love with a woman and took her as a concubine. One day, she asked if she could go to the monastery to offer incense and pray for blessings, and the owner went with her. At the monastery, he happened to see his name on a very conspicuous plaque with a prayer for his longevity. He was very surprised and asked a novice monk about it.


The novice said, “Our abbot wrote this three years ago. One night he came home in a rainstorm and told us that he hadn’t made a good connection with a benefactor, so he wrote this prayer for him. Since then, he has recited sutras and dedicated merit to him in the hope of disentangling this enmity and with the wish for him to be free from suffering and obtain happiness. If you want more details, then I will have to check . . .” The wealthy man realized what had happened and felt ashamed. He went on to become a devoted benefactor of the monastery, making offerings year round.


This is a story about fixing a bad connection. Would you have done the same? When others refuse to help you or even hurt you, are you still willing to extend goodwill to them or spend three years reciting sutras for them? The point is that in Mahayana Buddhism, we don’t take revenge on an enemy; we put our efforts into doing favors instead. As Mark Twain said, “Forgiveness is the fragrance that the violet sheds on the heel that has crushed it.”









If You Can’t Bear Suffering, It’s Your Loss


Some people think that suffering prevents peace and happiness, so they can’t accept it. This is a superficial outlook. For those able to transform suffering into motivation, suffering is a tremendous resource. Those who have heard the Buddha’s life story know that it was only after witnessing the sufferings of old age, sickness, and death for the first time that the Buddha thought of renouncing worldly life and seeking liberation. It was also because of tremendous suffering that the nun Uppalavanna renounced worldly life, devoted herself to practice, and finally achieved arhatship. There have been hardly any great masters who didn’t experience tremendous suffering before achieving great things.


Once, before he became the British prime minister, Winston Churchill attended a gathering of successful businessmen. One businessman told Churchill about his traumatic childhood as an impoverished orphan and said, “Suffering: is it humiliation or treasure? When you overcome suffering, it is your treasure; when suffering overcomes you, it is your humiliation.” This short remark deeply touched Churchill. Inspired by this spirit, he became among the most celebrated politicians in British history.


Working through our current hardships gives us the courage to triumph over future ones. For anyone working to become more courageous, suffering can become an ideal source of growth. An indolent life without hardship of any kind is just like an empty ship, easily overturned by a storm.









The Wisdom of Patience


On the journey of life, we can’t always have a wide, smooth road, a gentle breeze, and beautiful sunshine. When the going gets tough and anger arises, the wisdom of patience is crucial.


Once, there was a minister called Jin Jian. The emperor gave him five hundred taels (about forty pounds) of gold and told him to buy “the best thing in the world.” He traveled to many countries but was unable to fulfill his mission.


One day, he heard an old man call out in the street, “Wisdom for sale! Wisdom for sale! Who wants to buy wisdom?”


The minister thought, “This is something we don’t have in our country.” He asked the old man the price.


“Five hundred taels of gold, but you have to pay in advance,” the old man replied. The minister gave him the gold. The old man spoke clearly, in a mellow and full tone of voice. He said, “This is the genuine wisdom of life, eleven words in total. Be sure to remember it: Before getting mad, ease up. Before taking action, think it through.”


Hearing this, the minister felt terrible regret and shame that the gold had been wasted. Cursing the old man, he headed back to his own country.


When he got home, it was already the middle of the night. Walking into the bedroom, he saw that there was someone lying beside his wife. Losing his temper, he thought, “How dare this wench sleep with someone behind my back!” Enraged, he drew out his sword, ready to thrust it into his wife. Just then, he remembered the old man’s eleven words, and he stopped and examined the situation more closely. It was then he saw that the person lying beside his wife was actually his own mother! His wife was ill, and his mother had come to take care of her. The minister then realized that each one of those eleven words was as precious as a jewel. Had he not recalled them, he would have made a tragic blunder. How could five hundred taels of gold compare with the lives of his wife and mother?


Sometimes misfortune occurs due to simple mistakes. Becoming angry about something unreasonable or getting overly emotional might prompt you to do terrible things in a matter of seconds. We must avoid making decisions or acting impetuously when angry. Anger is like a summer storm: it can appear suddenly, but after a short time, the clouds, wind, and rain disappear, and the sky is clear again.


When anger arises in you, try to just pause for a moment, relax, inhale deeply, and give yourself a chance to calm down. You may well avoid doing something stupid!
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