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What is the Dhamma ?

The Dharma is the Buddha's teaching the three
sing of Being, the four Noble truths, the Noble
eightfold path, the pratityasamutpada , sunyata and
so on . these teachings are relative truths. In
Buddhism, it is important to understand the
difference between relative truth and absolute truth.
Although the Buddha sat under the Bodhi tree and
attained enlightenment, nowhere does he explain the
content of that experience. He spoke only of a way
towards enlightenment what he saw was absolute
truth. What he taught, a way to it, is relative truth.

A look at the early teachings and the later
teachings of the Dharma suggests that there are two
quite different motivations for walking the Buddha's
way. The early teachings are concerned with the four
Noble truths, the problem of suffering, its origin, its
cessation and the way that leads to the cessation of
suffering. These teachings include investigating the
skandha and dhatus and unlinking the twelve-linked
chain of Dependent Origination. With the later
teachings, the Mahayana that the emphasis changes.
The Buddha said in the first Mahayana sutras that
unlinking the twelve-linked chain is not the end of
the path. He said to the arhats that if you think you
have reached the end, you are mistaken; this is only
the halfway stage. The real aim is the attainment of
full and perfect enlightenment, for all beings.
Although these two paths the early teaching and
the later, Mahayana teaching, seem to be different,
in fact they are not. The Mahayana's aim of attaining
the insight of the Buddha is also meant to help us
arrive at the place where suffering ceases

What did the Buddha see at enlightenment?
He saw the way things really are, which is another
definition of the Dharma. There is the Dharma, the
teaching of the Buddha, and there is the insight that
the Buddha came to, which is insight into Dharma.
This is also called the realization of one's Buddha-
nature. These two thing are relative — the Buddha's
teaching, which is the way, and the final insight the
realization of the dharma itself, to see things as they
really are.

- Ven. Sochu

The Buddha likened his teaching to a raft. In
the famous parable of the raft, he spoke of a man on
one side of a stretch of water. This side full of danger;
and although he wishes to get to safety on the other
side, there is neither bridge nor ferry. So he collects
logs and branches, lashes them together and builds
a raft. Launching himself on the raft, he manages
with great exertion to paddle it over to the farther
shore. The shore he has left is samsara, the realm of
desire and Dukkha (unsatifactoriness); the farther
shore is nirvana, the heart at peace, the end of
suffering. The asked his monks, 'if that man were tyo
think, this raft has been of such help to me that I
shall now carry it on my back wherever I go, would
this be acting properly regarding the raft?' the monks
replied, 'no' sir. The Buddha continued, ' my teaching
are like this raft: they are for crossing over with and
not for seizing hold of. An attitude of respect for the
Buddha's teachings needs to be cultivated but they
must not be clung to.

The dharma has a third meaning, which is the
law. this refers not to the law of the land but to the
inherent law of the universe. It can also be called the
nature of all things. It represents, the
interconnectedness of all things, and it is so vast
that it is beyorid comprehension. The dharma is said
to be like the ocean: the farther we go into it, the
deeper it becomes. It cannot be fathomed, and it is
our essence too. In living beings it is known as the
Buddha-nature. What the Buddha points to,
particularly in the Mahayana, is that the Dharma, the
Buddha and our Buddha-nature are the ground of
being we are all fully enlightened Buddhas but we
do not realize it.

Soko Morinaga Rohsi, a zen master who gave
talks at many Buddhist society summer schools, was
once asked if the Buddha was like god. he replied,’
no. the Buddha did not create you he became you',
this is what the Buddha does he becomes everything.
He becomes this form then that form and then another
form, sometimes a human forms, sometimes a bird or
a fish, a leopard, sometimes a mountain, a solar
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system or a galaxy. All these things come into being
and then go out of being through the grass of the
dharma. This is the real profundity of the Buddha,
known as the 'trikaya', the three bodies if the Buddha:
the body of the law, dharma kaya; the body of the
enjoyment of the truth, sambhogakaya; and the body
of transformation, nirmanakaya .

The true body of the Buddha, the dharmakaya,
is ultimately unknowable, but this does not mean
that its presence cannot be felt coming within that
presence and realizing that the one nature is the
nature of all thing is where the Buddhas teaching
lead. The mistake that we all make the error of 'I' (not
the 'ego’, which, in psychological systems, represents
the conscious subject), is that it identifies itself with
these forms. This is something ever 'I' does. The
Dharma does not identify itself with anything; our
essential Buddha- nature doesn't identify itself with
anything. In essence, it no-thing this is what sanyuta
describes- radical emptiness of any self-nature. All
phenomena share this nature. It is none of these
thing, yet neither is it apart from these thing- this is
why is it a mastery. The delusion of 'I' the mistake we
all make, is to identify with these forms.

All these may seem to be impenetrable Eastern
mysticism, but what does it mean in terms of our
ordinary life? It means that in our daily life we get
stuck. We get stuck with these forms. We all take on
roles. We can take on the role of child, a parent, a
wife or partner, amonk or a layperson, male or female
or human. We tend to cling to forms. This is what the
delusion of 'I' does; it things we identify with
anything [ feel is mine or anything that make me feel
1" am something. It usually amounts to wanting my
own way. Nevertheless, the true nature is not stuck
on these things.

When the Buddha was born in the Lumbini
garden, his mother queen maya (name means illusion)
had been not the way to her confinement; and while
holding on to the branch of a tree, she had given
birth to him miraculously, through her right side. On
being born, the baby Buddha took seven step in
each of the four cardinal directions. Raising one hand
to heaven and pointing the other the earth, he
declared, 'Between heaven and earth, I alone am the
world-honored One'. Clearly, this is no ordinary birth.

It is a metaphor that we need to look into. What does
it point to?

The Buddha's life story is our too, and it stages
follow common human experience, east and west,
past and future. That new born child, that new born
form represents the aspiration to Buddha hood, the
liberated human heart that is not confined by my
likes and dislikes. The pointing to the four directions
and the declearation that 'Between heaven and earth,
'l alone am the world- honored One' show that it can
go everywhere. Is this also true of our hearts now?
Are we free to go in the may say, 't wish [ could' we
sell ourselves short by being unaware of our
potential, even of our own body.

What usually stop us is our opinions and
attitudes, which comprise the 'I''l must have my two
cups of coffee in morning, otherwise I cannot possible
that function properly at work.' This is the way we
convince ourselves that we cannot possible act. |
say, 'no','1 cannot' I will not'. When anything that
does not suit me arises, up comes the opinion to
Justify non- compliance. These are the place 'T" will
not go, and so [ am imprisoned by my wanting and
not wanting. These are the emotions, and the
Buddhism they are known as the fires or the
passions; these are the place we cannot go. We
believe that when we attain the liberation of Nirvana,
we shall always be able to find the pight words and
never again be short of the appropriate word and we
shall able to win friends and influence people-in other
words, I shall get what I want.

This is not the liberation the Buddha talks of,
He taught us to be able to live contentedly equally
when it happens to suit us and when it does not
happen to suit us. The Buddha said in the
Dhammpada that this life contains joy and sorrow,
pleasure and pain, good and bad, light and dark. This
is the first noble truth. All live consist of these pairs
in various measures. No matter how spiritually
inspired one may become, life will always have good
and bad. So we had better stop fighting this fact and
make our peace with it. The Buddha Dharma contains
the light and the dark, the right and the wrong-quite
different from what we are used to. In our thinking,
all the opposites are split apart, and good is separate
from bad. We all have our own idea of what is good



and we side with it. We believe in fighting the dark,
and the bad will be vanquished and eventually just
the light or the good will remain, forever. Perhaps we
believe that scientific progress will lead to a world
where there is no pain.

If we really wish to go into the practice of
Buddhism, we westerners must first our peace with
the first Noble truth, suffering, because light and
dark, good and bad, right and wrong are all contained
in the one nature. Is the Buddha-nature, which
becomes all things.

When we here this, the grasping tendency of
'T' causes us to believe that good is the same as bad,
light is the same as dark and pain is the same as the
pleasure. And seeing a crime in the street where an
old lady is mugged, we say that this is just her karma,
the Dharma in action !

Although the Dharma is of one nature and all
things share it, the Dharma manifests itself in the
huge variety of ' the ten thousand things' to 'me'
they are seen as opposites 'I' see difference in terms
of opposites. I cannot things as they really are. of
course, right is different from wrong and male is
different from female. But they all share the same
characteristics of being impermanent and
unsatisfactory and having no essential self-nature.
the opposites do not exist out there; they are my
judgments placed on the world. Which is better, a
racehorse or a dairy cow? We identify with one side
or the other depending on whether 'T' feel thirsty or
am an a hurry. If I identify with the flag, a party, a
religion, a conviction, what I thing is right or what
suites me or if it is challenged in any way, suddenly
I react as if my life were threatened. Because we are
caught up in the opposites, we over identify with
our opinion, which is the sickness of 'T' it identifies
with one thing and fears its loss or its opposites.
Becoming aware that those opposites are
manufactured by 'I' is the the unlinking of'the twelve-
linkedchain of dependent origination.

We know that there are safe and things that are
unsafe. If a situation is dangerous, we get out of the
way of it; if we cannot avoid it, then we must suffer it
through. Not resisting these facts of life has to start
at the only place that counts- not with this person or
that group of people but right here because the split

between I and the other exists in the heart.

One of the best teacher is nature itself not the
manifest nature of flora and fauna but the invisible
nature that informs all forms. It is this nature that
informs the oak tree when to burst into leaf'and when
to sprout acorns. This nature informs the swallows
when to fly south for the winter and when to fly
north for the summer. This nature tells the mother
hen to sit on her eggs, to stay there until they hatch
and then to forage for food for her chicks. This nature
nature informs the salmon to swim thousands of miles
to a particular river in Scotland and lay her eggs.
This is the wisdom of Dharma manifesting itself, and
that wisdom is inherent in us too. If this wisdom
were not inherent in us and informing us then I would
not be able to communicate or to write this and you
would be unable understand or to read it. This nature
informs all our movements, our walking and our
sleeping, our growing up and our growing old, and it
also shows it how to die. Life and death is a game
that nature has been playing since beginning less
time.

An old man approached zen master bankei and
asked him if he would take him as his student. master
bankei asked him why at his age he wanted to be his
student. The old man explained that as he approached
death, he wished to acquire that special confidence
to face it. death.master bankei replied,' there is no
special confidence to face death. When it is time to
die, you simple die' it is the wisdom of the Buddha-
nature that knows as to die. This nature informs birth,
life and death, and it is for us go to with it.

Things happen because it is their nature to
happen; but when 'I' instigates something, there is
always a purpose. 'I' will do something only if it has
a purpose. 'I' feel that my life has to have a purpose,
otherwise life seems meaningless. But nature is not
like that. A poem goes:

Deep in the forest away from prying eyes

The cherry tree blossom out of the sincerity

of its own heart.

Someone came up to me once maintaining that
the cherry tree blossoms to attract insects in order
for pollination to take place. But this does not hold
because the cherry tree would blossoms even if there



were no insects. A cherry tree doesn't blossoms in
order to be pollinated, for that would imply that it
acted with intention, and nature doesn't intend
anything. It is the same with us: human life does not
have not intrinsic purpose; neither does the universe.
The Dharma too has not purpose, but there is
meaning. In Buddhism, the meaning of life is not the
same as the purpose of life or the purpose of the
universe. In Buddhism, the meaning of life is simply
to get back into harmony with our inherent nature,
the interconnected harmony of all things just as they
are. Other beings don't ask 'what is the meaning of
life?' because they are so close to nature that there is
no distinction between their lives and their inherent
nature.

A Hindu story illustrates this difference
between the view of 'I' and the view of life itself,
Indra is one of the great gods of the Hindu pantheon
along with Brahma and Vishnu. Indra rules the
universe. In the early part of his life, he battle with a
demon called vritra. This demon had blocked the
waters of the earth, causing a terrible drought which
threatened the harvests of the whole world. Indra
fought vritra and eventually vanquished him, and
the waters flowed once more throughout the world.
The harvests was saved and the people were jubilant.
They praised Indra, raised altars to Indra and made
offerings and said prayers to him. 'you have saved
us', they cried. Though Indra was a very great god,
he was not above being influenced by all this
adulation. He looks at his great palace in heaven and
saw that it was very impressive; but after receiving
so much praise, he wondered whether it was really
grand enough for Indra, king of all the gods. So he
called for the divine architect and commanded that
he build a mighty palace fit for him, which he did.
Just as the new palace was coming to completion,
Indra inspected it and told the architect that his liked
his new palace but felt that there could be a few
improvements, for example an extra tower here just
to balance the other side. Then he said, we shall
need another tower at the rear, and I have been looking
at the central chamber and thing that there should be
more ornamentation and gold embellishment thre. |
also thing that there should be another extension, to
connect these two towers, and an annex at the rear,
to provide a room where I can rest.' The alterations
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went on and on; but every time they were near to
completion Indra would find another improvement
to be made. The architect, who like all gods, lived for
a very long time, realized that this project would go
on and on, and so he complained to Brahma, the god
who lives outside time. Brahma said, 'leave it to me.'

The next day Indra sat in the throneroom of his
grand but still incomplete palace. Suddenly, from over
the brow of the hill, was heard wonderful music and
laughter of children. Then a beautiful blue boy
appeared surrounded by singing and dancing
children. They came into the palace and Indra invited
them to sit down. After a few pleasantries, Indra
asked them, why have you come? The blue boy said,
'A rumour has reached me that the current Indra has
built a palace so wonderful that it outstrips the
grandeur of any other palace built by any previous
Indra. Now that | have seen it, | must agree that this
palace is among the best that any other has ever
built. 'Indra immediately asked, ' what do youmean "
'the little blue boy laughed and said, 'But do you not
know that Vishnu, the sleeping god, lies in the vast
world ocean and that as he sleep, he dreams the
dream of the universe? We are the characters in his
dream. Out of his navel grows a lotus. The louts bud
opens, and sitting on that louts is Brahma And
Brahma opens Brahma opens his eyes, and as he
opens his eyes, a world system €omes into being;
and that world system is ruled over by and India.
After a time, Brahma closes his eyes and that system
passes out of being. Then he opens his eyes and
another world system comes into being ruled over
another India. And then he closes his eyes and that
world system passes out of being. And this is
repeated throughout the cycle. Then the louts closes,
concealing Brahma, and returns into vishnu's navel.
After a period of inactivity, another lotus grows out
of Vishnu navel. The lotus dud opens to reveal
another brahma; and when he opens his eyes, another
world system comes into being. And the whole cycle
of world systems rising and falling happens all over
again . ' tha little blue boy continued, ' of course, this
is just the Vishnu who lives in our universe. There
are countless other universes. A wish man may be
able to calculate all the grains of sand of all the
beaches in the world , but on one can calculate how
many world systems are ruled over by Vishnus,
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Brahmas and Indras.'

At the moment, and enormous column of ants
came through one entrance of the palace, and they
marched out of the other side of the palace. Indra
and the blue boy looked out, and as far as they could
see the column of ants stretched into the distance in
both directions. The blue boy said, ‘former Indrasall'.

In view of the enormity of the cosmos and the
realization that we are caught up in the delusion of T
itis difficult to justify clinging toa particular from as
Indra-we can be become overpower by it. there is the
vast universe, on the one hand, and little me, on the
other, or there is the big inflated me and the little
universe. There is always the one greater and the
other smaller. Both are caused by the sickness of 'l
but the universe and 'l' have the same root nature,
and their separation is only an appearance. If this
universe is calculably vast but we part of that
incalculable greatness, then this is the middle way.
Now we have the vast universe, and all of us have a
part of play in it.

This is way the Buddha taught the way of non-
attachment to all forms and roles. He taught us to let
go of these forms because they are not what we really
are; they are not our true nature. We are that which
becomes this form and will become all forms-this is
our true nature. This is the Dharma. This is the
Buddha-nature. It is the realization of this Buddha-
nature that the Buddhist path takes us towards. The
realization of one's inherent nature is the realization
of all nature at all times and in all places. Ultimately,
this is the mystery; and if we continue to try to seize
hold of a form and run away from others, then we
lose it. This is why the Buddha said on his awakening
'how wonderful, how miraculous. All being but all
are fully endowed with the wisdom and the power of
the tathagata, but because of their sticky attachment,
human beings are not aware of it'. All other being
live out of that nature, but human beings are divorced
from it. This lead to a feeling of being lost, of being
separate, which is the classic symptom of I Itis'T'
versus the world, alienated from everything around me.

If things do not arise for a purpose but arise
out of their own nature, meaning that they have
causes and conditions, then all things are
interdependent. Because this is also true of us, it
has huge implications for Buddhist practice. Whether
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it is meditation on the cushion or meditation in our
activities throughout the day, we find that 'I' cannot
doit. 'T' sit down to meditate and find that 'T' can't; my
head won't let me. 'T try to do the daily life practice
but 1 forget; it is too difficult: it is the emotion, it is
my lifestyle, it is my husband, it is the children which
prevent me.'T' feel it must be 'me’ who does practice.
But in the interconnected Dharmic context, there is
no'I' who does the doing. These problems arise quite
simply because they have been cultivated to arise.

A gardener, no matter how proficient, only plant
the seeds and pulls out the weeds in the garden. Itis
nature that makes the garden grow. A farmer planted
a rice paddy. His son, seeing all the rice plants,
thought he would please his father by rising them a
little, and he pulled each rice plant up an inch or two.
Inevitably, when the hot sun warmed the crop in the
morning, it wailted. This is the kind of thing that 'l'
would do. 'T' like feel in charge; more importantly, it
makes me feel like a'somebody'. However, itisnot'l'
but the Buddha- nature that does the practice, and it
eats the meal and lives our lives. All we can do is
plant a few seeds and pull up few seeds. And over
time, the transformations and the becomings begin
to happen, not because 'T make them happen but
because it is the nature of seeds to ripen. We work in
harmony with nature, like the gardener. Although he
does not grow the plants, he facilitates their growing;
his resources and efforts allow the nature of thé
garden to fulfil itself.

It is true that out animal brothers and sisters
are at one with their inherent nature and that we are
estranged from it, but does that make us inferior?
Even though we have sati,orreflective
counciousness, which produces afeeling of a
separate 'T', it also allows our inherent nature to know
itself. Only a human being can become a fully
enlighten Buddha. As Zen master Hakuin said,
'Outside human beings, no Buddhas'. All beings
have Buddha-nature, but only human beings have
the potential to realize that nature. We have to suffer
a fall first, whisch we have done, locked in our world
of a separate 'T',of wanting this , not wanting that,
existing in the prison of 'I'. and yet that prison of '
contains the germof attaining complete and perfect
Enlightment. This is why the Buddha said ' Only from
the human realm is liberation possible." ¢
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