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Publisher’s Preface 
  

The present volume is based on the English translation of Arya Sura’s 
Jatakamala by Joseph Speyer, published in England in 1895. While Speyer’s 
work was a major accomplishment for its time, it was intended as a literal 
rendition of the Sanskrit, primarily for scholars; as a result, its diction and 
phrasing are not well suited to a general or contemporary audience. We have 
therefore made numerous changes in its language and style, and have spelled 
Sanskrit terms and names phonetically. 

To assure the accuracy of this new version of Aryasura’s work, we have carefully 
compared it to the Tibetan text of the Jatakamala as it appears in the Nyingma 
Edition of the sDe-dge bsTan-’gyur. Translated from the Sanskrit in the eighth 
century by Vidyakarasimha and the Tibetan lotsawa Manju§rivarman, the Tibetan 
version is very close to the Sanskrit text used by Speyer, except that in isolated 
passages its meaning appears to be clearer. We are satisfied that the resulting 
text presented here is generally faithful to Aryagura’s original work. Still, there 
remain difficult passages, and further study and research into the existing 
manuscripts of the Jatakamala by qualified scholars may lead to revisions in 
future editions. 

Many people helped in the preparation of this work. Tarthang Tulku provided 
editorial direction and answered questions about difficult passages in the 
Tibetan. Deborah Black compared the English to the Tibetan, and she, Leslie 
Bradburn, and Leland Moss all took part in revising Speyer’s earlier version. The 
illustrations, depicted in the traditional manner by Rosalyn White, were drawn 
under the guidance and supervision of Tarthang Tulku. They will likely be 
augmented by further illustrations in future editions. 

All of us who have participated in the present work are most grateful for having 
had the opportunity to make Arya Sura’s masterpiece available to a new 
audience. 
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Publisher’s Introduction 
  

After leaving home to strive for complete realization, the Buddha Sakyamuni 
seated himself beneath the Bodhi tree at Bodh Gaya and vowed not to arise until 
he had broken the bonds of samsara and gained enlightenment. As he sat in 
deepening meditation, he saw with absolute clarity the unending efforts he had 
made for others as a Bodhisattva in past lives, efforts that would now culminate 
in complete enlightenment and enable him to demonstrate to all beings the way 
out of suffering. 

In later years, the Buddha often cited examples from his past lives to clarify the 
attitudes and actions that develop perfect compassion. These accounts, among 
the greatest treasures of the Buddha’s teachings, became known as Jatakas, or 
^ birth stories’. Carried down through the centuries, they have retained their 
popularity as vehicles for the teachings and as subjects of sculpture and 
painting. There are many different collections of Jatakas, some containing as 
many as a hundred stories. The Jatakamala, a retelling of thirty-four Jatakas by 
the Buddhist master and poet Aryagura, is especially revered for its depth and its 
artistic beauty. 

Although at first glance Jataka stories may appear similar to Western fables, they 
embody a sophisticated psychology and ethical system based on the Buddha’s 
insights into the natural laws that govern all existence. For those who approach 
them with an open heart, the Jataka stories are powerful enactments of the 
operation of karma as it unfolds over successive lifetimes. 

" Karma’ is simply a word for action, but its wider meaning encompasses the 
causal connections between actions and their consequences. The concept of 
karma is well-known in many traditions, but the Buddha was the first to reveal the 
inner complexities of karma’s workings, and to point out that one can, by 
understanding the nature of karma, change the course of one’s life. 

The Buddha taught that karma does not unfold in a simple linear progression 
with a single cause giving rise directly to a specific effect. The good do not 
always immediately prosper, and the evil do not always immediately pay for their 
actions. Yet, viewed from the perspective of many lifetimes, nothing is lost or 
dissipated; nothing appears from nowhere. Every action sets in motion forces 
that will produce results in precise accord with the nature of the action itself A 
violent act brings violent consequences to its perpetrator, a generous act brings 
bountiful rewards, and so on. As illustrated in the Jatakamala, the seeds planted 
by a single action, and by the thoughts and motives that underlie it, will inevitably 
bear fruit, perhaps again and again over many lifetimes. Even the fact that we 
are born as human beings is a result of actions performed in past lives. 

The tales of the Jatakamala allow us to glimpse the inner qualities of the 
Bodhisattva and to see how they came into being. All the Bodhisattva’s actions 
were consciously directed toward benefitting others; he shaped his own 
character and circumstances through countless lifetimes of discipline, 
compassion, and selfless action. The Bodhisattva is the exemplar of virtue and 
nobility-with ever-deepening wisdom, he is aware of the basic patterns of the 
universe, and thus has full understanding of the workings of karma. He acts with 
certainty of the consequences of his actions, knowing what conduct will further 
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his intention to benefit the world. Through his deep knowledge of karma, he is 
able to show which actions will provide true benefit, and which actions will bring 
only misery. 

The source of the Bodhisattva’s power to instruct living beings is his ability to 
uplift awareness and aspirations through generosity and self-sacrifice. When the 
Bodhisattva gives up his body, his belongings, or his life for the sake of others, 
his actions are the natural response to the needs of sentient beings. The power 
of virtuous action untainted by personal concerns is clearly felt by all beings in 
his presence, who are often inspired to lead more virtuous lives. While the 
Bodhisattva’s actions are not necessarily meant literally as examples to follow, 
the conduct of the Bodhisattva is proof that selfless action can transform one’s 
being, even to the extent that one becomes an inspiration to others. 

One of the results of virtuous action is the immediate ripening of karma. The 
Jatakas disclose a heightened reality, where cause and effect follow each other 
so closely that their relationship cannot be misconstrued. Perceiving this direct 
relationship increases motivation to act with even greater knowledge and 
mindfulness; as the inner joy arising from selfless actions increases, concern for 
the welfare of others grows stronger and leads to effortlessly natural moral 
conduct. When the cycle of thoughtless action is understood and then broken, 
deep transformation becomes possible. 

In the everyday world, or even within a single lifetime, karmic consequences may 
be hard to trace. Events crowd together so quickly that we are often unable to 
perceive the connections between attitudes and actions and their results. We 
may wonder why good people suffer while evil men prosper, and rage at the 
injustices of life, concluding that actions do not have moral or psychological 
consequences. If we do sense the truth of karma without understanding its 
complexities, we may assume that all actions are predetermined, thus leaving no 
room for free choice. 

Both these extremes-the belief that there is no such thing as karma and the 
belief that karma totally forecloses free will-can lead us to conclude that we have 
no control over our lives, and further, to believe that there is no moral order in the 
universe, and therefore no possibility of spiritual growth. Traditional religious 
beliefs do assert that our conduct will be rewarded or punished in the next life, 
but even this idea seems remote from everyday life. As a consequence, many 
people find themselves living in a moral vacuum. Values may become confused, 
shifting to objects and goals that bring immediate personal gratification, yet set 
the stage for later disillusionment and suffering. 

The complexities, stress, and anxieties of modern living greatly contribute to this 
confusion, particularly among peoples of Western civilizations. A feeling of chaos 
is widespread, and many people now sense that social and political forces have 
gotten out of hand. With no guide to follow but personal desires, people tend to 
experience an underlying sense of dissatisfaction and emptiness. Some may try 
to fill the void by adopting the standards of one or another social group, but while 
this may offer some limited sense of purpose, it also undermines the sense of 
independence and personal worth. Ultimately how fulfilling can it be to spend 
precious time and energy trying to meet the expectations of others? How fulfilling 
is it to filter experience through a web of others’ opinions and judgments? 
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Living in this way, we exchange the color, beauty, and significance life offers for, 
at best, a fragile and fleeting sense of security and physical comfort. When we 
attempt to fill our lives with happiness without understanding the source of lasting 
contentment, true peace and happiness seem somehow always beyond our 
grasp. We may become disillusioned, and ^accept’ what we feel cannot be 
changed, yet in doing so we settle for far less than we are capable of achieving. 
Although we may consider ourselves realistic, and take pride in our ^worldly 
wisdom’, we cannot escape the knowledge that something is missing in our lives. 

Understanding the workings of karma can help to counteract this confusion and 
uncertainty. We can begin to gain such an understanding by truly exercising the 
Western spirit of scientific and objective inquiry, for karma is a basic pattern of 
nature, operating everywhere and in every moment. Modern science has 
demonstrated in countless experiments that in any physical or chemical process 
the matter and energy found at the end of the reaction are transformations of the 
matter and energy originally present. The Buddha’s teaching of karma 
demonstrates that these laws of conservation and transformation operate reliably 
in the psychological, moral, and intentional dimensions as well. It is possible to 
observe how karma operates in our own lives and the lives of others. 

If we look carefully and over a period of time, we will find that certain kinds of 
actions produce characteristic results. When we really see that this is so, without 
finding ways to deny or ignore what we see, this knowledge will change our 
conduct, releasing us from entrenched patterns. Then we can look at the 
consequences of this change in turn. Over time, we learn to have confidence in 
karma as a working principle. 

Appreciation for karma seems especially critical in the present historical moment. 
Human affairs seem to move in stages, each about five centuries in length, and 
the present stage of constant and rapidly accelerating change is promoting the 
rapid disappearance of cultures unlike our own. In many parts of the world a 
fascination with Western lifestyles is undermining ancient and peaceful ways of 
life, where an awareness of the relation between actions and their consequences 
was widely shared. It is up to us to replace such basic wisdom with new 
understanding. If we do not, our culture’s ignorance of karma could lead us into 
courses of conduct that will cause irreversible damage on a vast scale. 

The Jatakas can serve as occasions to reflect upon the moral choices in our 
lives, and to open our eyes to the reality of karma, helping us develop the insight 
and discipline we need to acknowledge and change destructive patterns of 
behavior. The Buddha was a master psychologist; he understood the way the 
mind works and the conditions we all face, and he revealed directly and simply 
the forces that govern the course of our lives. The study of his teachings can 
always bring fresh, new realizations to inspire and guide our conduct. The 
Buddha’s words can encourage us to reflect on the quality of our lives, 
understand the consequences of our actions, and open our hearts to the deep 
joy of selfless action. 
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1 - The Tigress 

 
The compassion of the Buddha touches every living being. His perfect love, 
dispassionate and unlimited, resonates throughout all his former lives. 
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Before he became the Buddha, the Bodhisattva, in a series of lives too 
numerous to mention, through his wisdom blessed the world with countless 
demonstrations of his compassion, shown through giving, kind words, 
helpfulness, and consistency between words and deeds. 

In one of his lifetimes, the Bodhisattva took birth in a family of brahmans which 
was renowned for purity of conduct and spiritual devotion. And as a result of 
merit earned in former lives, he found himself showered with wealth, distinction, 
and fame. 

As a youth, the depth of his intellect was matched only by his eagerness to learn. 
He soon mastered the arts and sciences so well that the brahmans revered him 
as an authority dependable as the law itself; to the ksatriya warriors, he was as 
venerable as a king. To those thirsty for knowledge, he seemed a reservoir never 
empty; to ordinary people, he seemed a god. 

But he did not delight in power or wealth or fame. His former actions and his 
constant reflection on the Dharma had purified his mind; he saw all too clearly 
the inevitable suffering that accompanies worldly pleasure, and the thought of 
renunciation was familiar to him. Without remorse, he shook off the 
householder’s life as if it were an illness, and moved to a forest retreat which 
became ornamented by his presence. 

There, detached and tranquil, he radiated serenity. He affected even the worldly 
who were unattached to virtue, turning them away from their attachment to 
harmful activities. His wisdom and benevolence spread everywhere, softening 
even the hearts of the most ferocious animals, so that they ceased harming one 
another and began to live like ascetics themselves. By the power of his pure 
conduct, control of the senses, contentment, and compassion, the Bodhisattva, 
while not associating with worldly beings, yet showed love to all. 

Since his desires were few, hypocrisy was unknown to him; glory, gain, and 
pleasure held no interest for him. He gladdened even the gods, who came to pay 
him homage. Hearing of his renunciation, his closest friends, who had been 
drawn to him by his virtues, left their families and joined him as disciples. He 
received them gladly and taught them what he could of good conduct, chastity, 
purification of the senses, mindfulness, detachment, meditation on loving 
kindness, and similar teachings. 

His joyful existence attracted disciples with qualities similar to his own. And so, 
through his teachings, most of his numerous disciples gained extensive 
realizations and were established in virtue the doors to lower states of being 
were closed, and the gates to happiness were opened wide. 

One day, the Great Being, accompanied by his disciple Ajita, was walking up a 
mountain trail to a place well-suited for yogic practice. As they passed by a 
ravine concealed by shrubs, their contemplation was interrupted by the sound of 
fierce roaring. 

The Bodhisattva peered over the edge of the trail into a yawning gulch far below 
and discerned the sunken eyes and emaciated body of a young tigress. It was 
clear she was exhausted and had not eaten for days due to the difficulty of giving 
birth. Maddened by hunger, she was beginning to eye her own offspring as food. 
The men watched as the thirsty cubs, fearless and trusting, approached their 
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mother while she glared at them and growled as if they were the offspring of 
another. 

Though composed in mind, the Bodhisattva, like a great tree shaken by an 
earthquake, was shaken by the sight of such suffering. So are the truly 
compassionate affected by the slightest suffering of others, though unmoved by 
great suffering of their own. 

Out of the depth of his compassion, he lamented to his disciple: "Alas, behold the 
ferocity of self-love: a mother will feed on her young to satisfy her hunger! This, 
my friend, is the worthlessness of samsara. Who would foster self-love if he 
could see what it produced! Go quickly and find her some food, so that she will 
not harm her young ones and therefore also herself. I will try to divert her until 
you return." 

The disciple went off as he was told, not suspecting that the Bodhisattva had 
sent him away for an altogether different reason. For the Bodhisattva was 
thinking: "Why should I search for meat from the body of another when my own 
is at hand? Finding other meat is a matter of chance, and I would lose the 
opportunity to help. A body is frail, ungrateful, forever impure, and a source of 
suffering. How foolish not to rejoice at using it to benefit another. 

"Two things alone cause people to ignore the grief of others: attachment to 
pleasure and inability to give aid. But I cannot feel pleasure while another being 
suffers, and if I have the power to help, how can I be indifferent? 

"Even if the one who was suffering had committed the greatest crime, I could not 
withhold my aid; my heart would burn with remorse as readily as dry shrubs 
catch fire. Thus, I will forestall this source of suffering by throwing myself over 
this cliff. My body will prevent the tigress from killing her young ones, and prevent 
the young ones from dying in the jaws of their mother. 

"This act will encourage those who yearn to help the world, and set an example 
for those weak in effort. It will hearten those who understand the meaning of 
charity, and will stimulate the minds of the virtuous. This act will disappoint the 
demons, gladden the friends of Buddha-qualities, and shame the selfish, the 
proud, and the lustful. It will inspire faith in the adherents of the Mahayana, and 
fill with wonder those who sneer at charity. At the same time, it will clear the way 
to the heavenly states of being for those who find joy in giving. I will fulfill my 
greatest aspiration-to benefit others by means of my own body-and so I shall 
approach great Enlightenment. 

"Just as the sun banishes darkness and bestows light, so may this act banish 
sorrow from the world, generating happiness forever. I do not perform this action 
for glory or royal dignity, not even for supreme and everlasting bliss-it is for the 
benefit of all the world, that its joy will increase each time this story is told." 

And then, to the amazement of even the peace-loving gods, the Bodhisattva 
threw himself over the edge of the cliff, thus giving up his life. His body, in striking 
the ground, made a loud noise-and the startled tigress, forgetting her original 
intention, looked about her; seeing the Bodhisattva, she began to devour him. 

Ajita soon returned empty-handed without having found any meat. He called for 
his teacher, but no answer came. Then his gaze fell to the chasm below, and he 
saw his teacher being eaten by the tigress. Sorrow and pain overwhelmed his 
heart, but the awe he felt at such extraordinary selflessness was even greater. 
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"How merciful the Great Being was to beings in distress, and how indifferent to 
his own welfare! How heroic and fearless his immense love! He has perfected 
the conduct of the virtuous and surpassed all others’ glory. His body, already 
precious for its virtue, has now been transformed into a vessel worthy of the 
highest veneration. 

"How steadfast and tranquil was his mind, as firm as the earth, yet how moved 
by others’ sufferings! How imperfect my own mind appears next to his splendid 
act of heroism. In truth, beings need no longer suffer, for he is the Protector. With 
the strength of his renunciation, he conquers all suffering, and Mara, lord of 
desire, grows uneasy, dreading defeat. Let homage be paid in every way to that 
Great Being: to his unrestrained and boundless goodness, for he is the refuge of 
all beings." 

In wonder at the Bodhisattva’s great action, the disciples joined with the 
gandharvas, the yakshas, the nagas, and the chiefs of the gods to cover the 
earth that held the treasure of the Bodhisattva’s bones with wreaths, bright 
cloths, jewelled ornaments, and sandal wood powder. Filling the air with songs of 
praise, they marvelled at the selfless act performed by the Bodhisattva. 

In this story, we can see how the Buddha, even in his former births, showed his 
immense love for all sentient beings. Seeing this great love gives rise to the 
utmost faith in him, and with this faith comes joy directed towards the Buddhas. 
In this way, faith is developed. 

This account is also useful in explaining why we should listen carefully to the 
Teachings since the Dharma was attained through many difficult hardships. 
Inspired by an account such as this, one can praise the qualities of compassion 
that will lead to actions that benefit all beings. 
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Shakyamuni Buddha - Jataka (previous lives) 
Mongolia 1800 - 1899 Buddhist Lineage 

1 - The Starving Tigress 

 

 
A Tale of Compassion, Selflessness, and Generosity. 

Born into a family of Brahmans renowned for their purity of conduct and great 
spiritual devotion, the bodhisattva became a great scholar and teacher. With no 
desire for wealth and gain, he entered a forest retreat and began a life as an 
ascetic. It was in this forest where he encountered a tigress who was starving 
and emaciated from giving birth and was about to resort to eating her own new 
born cubs for survival. With no food in sight, the bodhisattva, out of infinite 
compassion, offered his body as food to the tigress, selflessly forfeiting his own 
life. 
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Key Events in the Story 

1. The bodhisattva sees a starving tigress. 

2. Tigress is about to eat her own cubs. 

3. The bodhisattva offers his own body.  
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2 - King of the Shibis 

 
 

Only after hundreds of hardships did the Lord Buddha obtain the Dharma for our 
benefit. Knowing this, we should listen to the Teachings with deep respect and 
close attention. 
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 Once when the Buddha was still a Bodhisattva, the vast store of meritorious 
actions amassed in many previous lives caused him to take birth as a king of the 
Shibis. Respectful toward the elders from earliest childhood and modest in his 
behavior, he was deeply loved by all his subjects. 

Blessed with boundless energy, discretion, majesty, and power, knowledgeable 
in many sciences, and favored by fortune, he ruled his subjects as if they were 
his children. In the Bodhisattva, all the finest qualities, both spiritual and worldly, 
blended harmoniously despite their contrasts. Glory, which mocks those who win 
high rank by wrong means, glory, which brings calamity to fools and intoxicates 
the feeble-minded, had found a true dwelling place within him. 

Overflowing with compassion even greater than his wealth, this best of kings was 
happiest when granting the wishes of beggars and when seeing their delighted 
faces. Throughout his realm, he had alms-halls constructed and stocked with all 
kinds of goods, provisions, and grains, fare to fulfill all hopes. Humbly and with 
great pleasure, he was forever pouring forth gifts like timely rain. 

Every mendicant was supplied according to his need, with courtesy and 
dispatch. Food was provided for the hungry, and drink for the thirsty. In like 
manner, couches, dwellings, clothing, perfumes, wreaths, silver and gold were 
given to whoever wished them-whatever was requested was provided. Word of 
the king’s great charity spread far and wide, so that people from remote lands 
travelled to his land with joyful hearts-surprised and delighted at his largess. As 
single-minded as wild elephants approaching a great lake, they had no thought 
to search for alms from any other. 

The king always welcomed the beggars, though their outward appearance was 
anything but inviting, and their thoughts were only of gain. He welcomed them as 
if they were long-lost friends returned from abroad; his eyes wide with joy, he 
listened to their requests as if they were the happiest news. The beggars’ delight 
was surpassed only by that of the king, and they spread the word of his sweet 
generosity throughout the countryside, thus reducing the pride of neighboring 
kings. 

One day the king, on a tour of his alms-halls, noticed the small number of 
supplicants staying there and grew uneasy. The beggars’ thirst for gifts was 
easily quenched, but not so the king’s thirst for giving. "Soon there will be few left 
to give to," he thought. "If only they would ask for more! Blessed are those from 
whom the mendicants ask anything, even their limbs! Of me they ask only my 
wealth, as if afraid I might refuse a bolder request." 

As he made this statement, the earth, aware of his peerless non-attachment to 
even his own body, trembled with love like that of a wife for her husband. So 
powerful was the trembling that even the lord of mountains, sparkling with jewels, 
began to waver, and Shakra, Lord of the Gods, was moved to inquire the cause. 
Told in reply that the king of the Shibis had given up all attachment to his own 
flesh, he thought in amazement: 

"How can this be? Does the king’s mind soar so high, does he rejoice so greatly 
in giving, that he would even part with his own limbs? I will put him to the test." 

The king was seated on a throne in the midst of his assembly, listening as usual 
to those in need. Stores of wealthsilver, gold and jewels, open chests filled with 
clothing, as well as carriages drawn by well-trained beasts-stood revealed by the 
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treasurer. From all directions beggars crowded in-and among them, Shakra, Lord 
of the Gods, in the shape of an old, blind brahman. 

The decrepit brahman caught the king’s eye immediately; the king’s calm 
compassionate gaze seemed to embrace the frail beggar. The royal attendants 
requested the brahman to state his needs, but ignoring them, he drew near the 
king. 

"I, a blind old man, have come from a great distance, 0 Highest of Rulers, 
humbly wishing the gift of one of your eyes. Surely one eye is sufficient for ruling 
the world, 0 Lotus-eyed King, Lord of the World." 

The Bodhisattva experienced a surge of joy: His heart’s desire had been 
realized. Or was his wish so intense that he had merely imagined it? Hoping to 
hear the request again, he asked: "Who sent you, illustrious Brahman, to ask for 
one of my eyes? How could you think that anyone would even consider parting 
with such a thing? Who could believe that I would do so?" 

Knowing the intention of the king, the disguised Shakra replied: "Shakra told me. 
A statue of the god spoke to me, and told me to come here and ask you. Prove 
him right and fulfill my deepest hope: Give me one of your eyes." 

Hearing the name of Shakra, the king thought: "Surely divine power will help this 
brahman regain his sight." So in a clear and joyous voice he said: "Brahman, I 
shall fulfill your wish. You ask but for one eye? I shall give you both! And after 
your face has been adorned with these two bright lotuses, go your way; let this 
miracle amaze everyone you encounter!" 

The king’s counselors were aghast and terribly disturbed that he would even 
consider giving away his eyes. "Your Majesty," they said, "your generosity has 
led to misjudgment bordering on madness! You can’t give up your eyesight! For 
the sake of one twice-born man, do not forsake us all! You will become a burning 
sorrow to us when previously you were a source of comfort and prosperity. 

"Money, brilliant jewels, cattle, carriages, vigorous elephants of graceful beauty, 
dwellings fit for all seasons and echoing with the sounds of dancers-such gifts 
are proper. Give these, but do not give your eyes, you who are the only eye of 
the world! 

"And consider this: Only through the intervention of divine power can the eyes of 
one man be put into the face of another. But even if this could come to pass, why 
should it be your eyes? And of what use is eyesight to a poor man, to one who 
can only witness the abundance of others? Give him money, by all means, but 
do not commit this desperate act!" 

In reply, the king addressed his ministers in terms soft and conciliatory: "He who 
promises to give, and then withholds the gift, gains only the bonds of attachment 
he once cast off. He who promises to give, and yet, driven by avarice, does not 
keep his promise, must be held in the greatest contempt. He who raises the 
hopes of mendicants, and then rewards them with the harsh deception of refusal, 
deserves nothing but despair. 

"As for the ability of divine power to bring sight to the transplanted eyes, know 
this: Even a god depends on certain circumstances to achieve a certain effect. 
Who among us can say what means are proper for what ends? No, do not 
attempt to obstruct my determination. I will give him my eyes." 
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The ministers replied: "We have not tried to induce Your Majesty to do anything 
wicked! We have merely observed that a gift of goods or grain or gold would be 
more appropriate than a gift of your sight." 

"Whatever is asked for must be what is given," replied the king. "A gift not 
desired does not give pleasure. Of what use is water to one drowning in a 
stream? I shall give this man exactly what he requested." 

In response, the first minister, who was more intimate with the king than the 
others, overstepped the bounds of propriety because of his love for the king, 
saying: "Do not do it! It takes great austerities and meditations to gain a kingdom 
such as this; your generosity has won you glory and a place among the gods. 
Your kingdom rivals in richness the enjoyments of Indra-yet you would give it up! 
And now you are willing to give up both your eyes-for what reason? Never on 
earth has such a thing been done! The crowns of kings ornament your feet; your 
sacrifices place you among the gods; your fame shines far and wide. What 
desire goads you to give up your eyes?" 

The king replied with affection: "I crave neither dominion over the earth nor glory; 
I do not crave liberation or the heavenly realms. I undertake this act to give 
meaning to the beggar’s request, with the intention of becoming the Refuge of 
the World." 

Upon saying this, the king ordered one of his eyes to be removed by the 
physicians, gradually and intact. With supreme gladness he handed this single 
orb, bright as the bluest of lotus petals, to the beggar. Shakra, Lord of the Gods, 
then miraculously made the eye fill the empty socket of the old brahman, so that 
the king and all assembled saw the one opened eye. His heart filled with pure 
delight, the king then offered the brahman his other eye as well. 

The king’s face was now like a lotus pond bereft of flowers-yet his visage shone 
with joy-a joy not felt by the others, who saw only that the king was blind and that 
the brahman had the eyes of the king. From the inner rooms of the palace to the 
farthest reaches of the city, tears of sorrow flowed, but Shakra was transported 
with awe, having witnessed the king’s unshaken intention to attain supreme 
enlightenment. 

"What constancy!" he thought. "What goodness and desire to help all beings! 
What compassion! Although I saw it, I can scarcely believe it! It is not right that 
such virtue should endure this hardship long! I will soon show him the way to 
restore his sight." 

When time had healed the wounds of the operation, and had almost lulled the 
sorrow of the people of the palace and the citizens of the land, the king, wishing 
solitude, went one day to his garden and sat down cross-legged by a pool of 
lotuses. All around him the fair trees bent low with the weight of their flowers, and 
swarms of bees hummed. A gentle wind blew, fresh and sweet-smelling. 

Suddenly, the king felt a presence. "Who is there?" he asked. "Shakra, Lord of 
the Gods," was the reply. Bidding Shakra welcome, the king asked what he could 
do for him. And Shakra replied: "I have come to grant your fondest wish. What do 
you desire, Holy Prince? Tell me and it is yours." 

The king was astonished, for he was accustomed to giving, not to receiving. "I 
already have great wealth, Shakra, and my army is large and strong. My 
blindness, however, makes it impossible for me to see the joyful faces of the 
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mendicants after I have supplied their wants. And so death would be most 
welcome to me now. Death is what I crave." 

"Do not even think such a thing!" said Shakra. "Rather, tell me what you truly 
feel, 0 King, what you actually think of beggars, since they are the cause of your 
suffering. Come, speak! Tell me what is in your mind, and you may find 
immediate ease." 

The king replied: "Why do you believe that merely regaining my sight would 
satisfy me? Hear this, however, if you must: As surely as the pleas of beggars 
are like blessings to my ears, so surely do I wish to regain one eye!" 

No sooner had the king pronounced these words than, through the power of his 
truthfulness and merit, one eye reappeared, a lotus petal surrounded by a 
sapphire circle. Rejoicing, the king continued: "And as surely as I knew the 
utmost delight in giving both my eyes to the one who asked for only one, so 
surely may I obtain once more my other eye." 

Once again, he had scarcely uttered these words before another eye appeared, 
rival to the first in beauty. Mountains trembled; oceans roared, and the beat of 
celestial drums sounded deep and rhythmically. The sky became clear and bright 
with autumn sunshine while myriad flowers and sandalwood powder rained 
down. Gods of all sorts rushed to the spot, eyes wide with amazement, and the 
hearts of all living beings were filled with joy. 

From all the ten directions, songs of praise arose from crowds of beings 
endowed with magical power. With joy and exultation they sang: "How wonderful 
is his compassion! How lofty and pure his mind! How little he cares for his own 
happiness! Hail to thee, steadfast Hero! just as your shining lotus eyes have 
been renewed, so has the world now recovered its protector! After much too long 
a time, Virtue is victorious!" 

"Well done! Well done!" Shakra applauded. "Because your true feelings were 
known to me, 0 King of Pure Heart, I have returned your eyes to you. And with 
these eyes you will now be able to see great distances in all directions, 
unhindered even by mountains." Then Shakra disappeared on the spot. 

The Bodhisattva, accompanied by his officials who were speechless with 
astonishment, went in procession to his palace. There the citizens waved flags 
and banners as if for the finest festival, and the brahmans blessed their monarch 
with thousands of benedictions. Seating himself in the assembly hall before a 
great crowd of ministers, brahmans, elders, and folk from town and country, the 
Bodhisattva taught the Dharma from his own 

"Who among you will now be slow to practice charity? For you have seen my 
eyes-eyes with the power of the gods come from the merit of giving. With these 
eyes I can see everything for thousands of miles; I can see through the highest 
mountains, as distinctly as I can see this room. What better prescription for bliss 
than charity, compassion, and self-discipline? By renouncing my human eyes, I 
have attained divine vision. 

"Understanding this, my Shibis, multiply your riches by using them rightly. Such 
is the path to glory and happiness both in this world and the next. Wealth is 
worthless in itself, yet it has one virtue: It can be given away to benefit others. 
Only in this manner does it become a treasure; withheld, it is barren." 
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From this story one can see how the Buddha acquired the Dharma through the 
practice of many austerities, and how important it is to listen to the Dharma with 
respect. Seeing the greatness of the Tathagata and the results of his lifetimes of 
merit, one praises the qualities of compassion and generates respect. Thus, one 
accumulates merit, and can in this very lifetime obtain something of the blossoms 
of great power and the stream of glory. 
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2 - King of the Shibis 
A Tale of Charity. 

 

 
 

Born a great king, the bodhisattva delighted in using his vast amount of wealth 
and power to give charity to the poor. He constructed massive alms halls stocked 
with various goods, provisions, and grains. He would even supply dwellings, 
clothing, perfumes, wreathes, gold, and silver to all who requested. 
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One day however, while touring one of his great halls, the king noticed that there 
was only a small number of supplicants and this troubled him. It seemed that the 
beggars thirst for aid was easily quenched but his thirst for giving was not. It was 
during this time that he started to question whether he would accept a bolder 
request, such as one of his organs or limbs. Shakra, the Lord of Gods, heard this 
and went to test the king. Disguised as an old blind brahman man, Shakra asked 
the king for one of his eyes. The king did not just accept the request but 
immediately gave the blind brahman both of his eyes, despite all of his closest 
advisors imploring him not to. 
 

 
 

Some time later, the now sightless king was sitting cross legged in his garden by 
a pool of lotuses. Shakra once again approched him, this time in his true form 
and rewarded the generous king by restoring his eyesight. The king then 
addressed his awestruck kingdom, telling them that the only real value in wealth 
is that one can give it away to help others. 
 
 
Key Events in the Story 
 
1. A generous king. 
2. Gives away his eyes. 
3. Eyesight is restored. 
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3 - A Small Portion of Gruel 

 
Any gift that comes from the heart and is bestowed upon a worthy recipient will 
produce a great result. No gift of such a nature, however small, is without merit. 
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 Once, when the Buddha was still a Bodhisattva, he lived as a great king of 
Koshala. Energy, discretion, majesty, power-these and other royal virtues were 
his to the highest degree. Yet the strength of one quality surpassed all others: his 
talent for gaining prosperity. Enriched by this felicitous ability, his other qualities 
shone all the brighter, as the splendor of moonlight increases in autumn. 

Fortune followed him everywhere like a lover, abandoning his enemies and 
holding his followers dear. Although his sense of fairness prevented him from 
harming any living being, his fortune was such that his adversaries did not 
flourish even though he refused to oppress them. 

Now it happened one day that this king came to recall one of his previous lives, 
and was deeply moved. And with this recollection he increased the gifts of charity 
he was used to bestowing on the shramanas and brahmans, on the poor, on the 
wretched and the helpless. For giving is the basis and cause of happiness. More 
than ever before, he strove to practice good conduct; more than ever he followed 
the restrictions on holy days. 

Intent on illustrating to his people the power of meritorious action, every day he 
made the same proclamation in his assembly hall as well as in the innermost 
apartments of his palace. These were the words that issued from his heart with 
deep feeling: 

"Respect paid to the Buddhas, no matter how small it may seem, will never yield 
insignificant fruit. This has been heard before, but now look at the proof. Look 
around you, and behold the rich results produced by a small portion of gruel, 
saltless, coarse, and dry! 

"My mighty army with its splendid chariots, its powerful horses, and its dark blue 
throngs of fierce elephants; my boundless wealth; Fortune’s favor; dominion over 
the earth; my noble wife-behold the result of merit, all from a small portion of 
gruel!" 

Even after the king had developed the habit of saying these words every day, no 
one-not the ministers, not the worthiest of the elder brahmans, not the most 
prominent townsfolkno one ventured to ask what he meant, although all were 
plagued by curiosity. 

Eventually the queen also grew curious at the king’s constant repetition of these 
words. Feeling free to question her husband, one day during full audience she 
seized the opportunity to do so: 

"My lord, all the time now, day and night, you recite these words about a small 
portion of gruel. You speak with such heartfelt fervor that I am filled with wonder. 
Your words surely cannot refer to some secret, since they are proclaimed in such 
an open manner; what they refer to must be a matter for public knowledge. If I 
am allowed to hear it, I request humbly that you tell me what you mean." 

The king looked on his queen, his face suffused with love. Smiling, he spoke: 
"You are not the only one curious about the meaning, the cause, and the 
circumstances of my words. All the officials, the queens, and all the townspeople 
are full of wonder and curiosity. Listen, then, to my words: 

"Why I do not know, but as naturally as one awakens from a deep sleep, the 
memory of one of my past lives suddenly came to me. I was living as a servant in 
this very town. I was honest and trustworthy, but resigned to a dreary existence 
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working for people elevated by wealth alone. All was toil, contempt, and sorrow. 
Each day I struggled to support my family, forever in fear that I would be unable 
to sustain them. 

"Then one evening I encountered four monks begging for alms. Their senses 
subdued, they radiated the glory of monkhood. My heart softened to them as if I 
were their disciple; I bowed to them and asked them into my home. 

"Then I offered what I could, a small portion of gruel. And from that tiny sprout 
has sprung this tree of greatness-so immense that the glittering crown jewels of 
other kings are reflected in the dust at my feet. 

"Such are my thoughts as I recite those words, my queen, and this is the reason 
I gain such pleasure in performing acts of merit, and in associating with spiritual 
people." 

The queen’s face shone with surprise and happiness. Respectfully raising her 
eyes to the king, she said: "Now I understand, Great King, why you are so intent 
on gathering merit-for you yourself have witnessed the result of virtuous action. 
Because of this, you strive to protect your subjects like a father, ever mindful to 
avoid evil actions and to attain all the qualities which bring forth merit. 

"Today you shine with illustrious glory enhanced by charity-and your rival kings 
await your commands in willing obeisance. May you rule the earth with justice 
forever, from here to its wind‹swept ocean borders. " 

The king replied: "Since I have seen its lovely signs, I will always attempt to point 
out the path of salvation. How could I not be liberal, my queen, having 
experienced myself the rewards of generosity? And now, having heard this tale 
of the results of charity, people everywhere will love the act of giving." 

The king, looking lovingly toward his queen, noticed that she had begun to glow 
with a splendor almost divine. "You are shining amidst your attendants like the 
crescent moon amidst the stars. What virtuous act ofyours has brought forth 
such radiance?" 

The queen replied: "I, too, my lord, have had some memory of a former life, dimly 
recalled like something that happened when I was a child. I was a slave who, 
one day, after giving the remnants of a dish of food to a holy monk, fell asleep. 
And it is as if I woke up here. 

"By that wholesome action of giving I won you for my lord and my protector, 
sharing you with the world. The very words you have spoken-’No benefit is small 
when given to those free of defilement’-those very words were spoken by that 
monk." 

The members of the assembly were overcome by amazement; having witnessed 
such wonderful results of merit, they developed a high regard for meritorious 
action. Noticing this, the king said to them: "After seeing the splendid result of 
one good deed, however small, how could anyone not diligently practice charity 
and right conduct? Clearly the person who, wrapped in the darkness of avarice, 
declines to offer charity though wealthy enough to do so is not worth a moment’s 
thought. 

"Wealth, after all, must finally be left behind, and is then of no use at all. But by 
giving it up in the right manner, any good quality can be acquired. In truth, many 
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different virtues happiness, a good name, and so on-are founded on giving. Who, 
then, knowing this, would choose the path of selfish action? 

"Generosity is a great treasure. No thief can steal it, no fire destroy it, no water 
can ruin it, no king can command it. Generosity cleanses the mind of selfishness 
and greed, relieving our weariness as we travel through life. It is our best and 
closest friend, constantly giving pleasure and comfort. 

"Generosity can win you whatever you may wish: riches or power, beautiful body, 
or heavenly palace. Who then would not practice giving? 

"Generosity is called the worth of riches, the essence of power, the way to glory. 
Even rags offered by the simpleminded are a gift well-bestowed." 

The assembly respectfully listened to the king’s discourse, and from that moment 
on, each one was more inclined to practice charity. 

From this story one can see how any gift that proceeds from the heart and is 
bestowed on a worthy recipient produces a great result; no gift of such a nature 
can be considered small. Therefore, if one gives with a faithful heart to the 
Sangha, the congregation of the holy, those most excellent friends who sow 
meritorious action, one may obtain the utmost nobility, even an exalted state. 
Blessings even greater than these may occur as well. 
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3 - A Small Portion of Gruel 
A Tale of Generosity. 

 
 

In this lifetime, the bodhisattva was the king of Koshala. Beloved by all his 
subjects, the king possessed many good virtues but one quality surpassed all 
others: his talent for gaining prosperity. 

While in a deep sleep one night, the king came to recall one of his previous lives 
and was deeply moved. He then began to mysteriously repeat to his subjects 
that all the prosperity of their kingdom was produced by "a small portion of gruel." 
Although intrigued, nobody in the kingdom understood what he meant and none 
had the courage to ask. He continued to repeat this and the curiosity of his 
people continued to grow until one day while in front of a grand assembly, the 
queen beseeched him to explain himself. 
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He stated that he had recalled a past life in which he had been a poor servant. 
He remembered working hard, barely being able to support his family, and 
becoming entangled in feelings of contempt and sorrow. Yet when he came upon 
a travelling group of monks he invited them into his home and offered them all he 
had, which was just a small portion of gruel. It was because of this one small act 
that he was reborn a great king. He proclaimed that no act of kindness is small if 
given from the heart. Having witnessed the wonderful results of generosity, the 
people of Koshala also developed a high regard for meritorious action. The 
prosperity of the kingdom continued to flourish even greater than before. 

 

 

Key Events in the Story 

1. King has a dream... 

2. ...about "a small portion of gruel." 

3. King recounts the dream to the people. 
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4 - The Merchant 

 
Even in the face of imminent peril the virtuous never shrink from practicing 

charity. Who, then, when safe and happy, should not be charitable? 
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Once, when the Buddha was still a Bodhisattva, he took birth as the son of a 
good family. Blessed with boundless energy and great good fortune, he became 
head of his guild. He acquired a large estate, and by his fairness and integrity in 
business, earned the deepest respect of all. In addition, his study of various 
branches of the arts and sciences purified his mind and produced qualities 
which, together with his noble virtues, brought him honor even from the king. 

Devoted to the precept of giving, he constantly endeavored to share his wealth 
with the people. The mendicants praised his name far and wide, spreading his 
reputation for charity in all directions; they trusted him entirely, becoming bold 
enough to tell him their desires freely. For his part, untouched by avarice, he 
never held back his wealth-either for his own pleasure or to gain influence over 
others-for he found it impossible to witness any sort of suffering and refuse to 
help. 

One day a mendicant, a Pratyekabuddha in whom the fire of knowledge had 
burned away all fettering passions, ap preached the Bodhisattva’s dwelling. Now 
this beggar’s sole desire was to increase the merit of the Bodhisattva, and to that 
end he had appeared in the gateway at meal time, just as the Great Being, 
having bathed and anointed himself, was about to sit down to a feast. Many and 
various dishes had been prepared by the finest of cooks, dishes pleasing in their 
color, smell, taste, texture, and so on. In the quiet of the evening, the monk stood 
outside the house without apprehension or agitation, looking firmly and quietly a 
small distance before him, his lotus-like hands holding a wooden alms bowl. 

Now the demon Mara, the Wicked One, could not bear to see the Bodhisattva 
about to enjoy the happiness which comes from giving alms. Determined to 
obstruct the act of giving, Mara manifested a deep hell several fathoms wide 
which separated the mendicant from the gateway. In that hell, hundreds of 
people were writhing among the flames, making ghastly sounds of great agony: 
It was truly a dreadful sight. 

But the Bodhisattva, seeing only the Pratyekabuddha, said calmly to his wife: 
"Please go, my dear, and give this holy man some food." At once his wife 
approached the door carrying a bowl full of the best portions for the beggar. But 
close to the gateway, she turned on her heels, terror-stricken and utterly 
bewildered. So firmly was fear lodged in her throat that when the Bodhisattva 
asked her what was the matter, she could barely speak. 

Uneasy at the thought that the holy man might turn away from his house empty-
handed, the Bodhisattva paid no attention to the stuttering of his wife. Taking the 
bowl of food in his own hands, he had just started for the gate when he too 
caught sight of that horrifying hell. While he stood there, pondering the meaning 
of such a phenomenon, Mara the Wicked One suddenly appeared. Manifesting 
as a great god, Mara emerged from the house wall and, floating in the air, spoke 
in seeming kindness to the Bodhisattva: 

"Householder, behold here the hell of Maharauvara, from which it is most difficult 
to escape! This is the hell of those lured by the praise of beggars, those who 
indulge in a vicious passion for charity and thus give away all their well-earned 
wealth. Here they must remain for thousands of years. 
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"Wealth is the cause leading to purification of the three worldly states. When one 
gives up one’s wealth, how can one not injure the Dharma? He who injures 
wealth injures righteousness. Is it not fitting that one who destroys the Dharma 
by destroying wealth should go to hell? 

"And now this hell that looks like Narakantaka licks at your doorstep, eager to 
devour you-for you have sinned immeasurably by giving up your wealth, root of 
all Dharma. Henceforth cease from giving, lest you fall headlong into this pit of 
flames and share the fate of these piteous almsgivers-who writhe in pain and 
weep incessantly. 

"The wealthy, however, who cease their bad habits of giving, attain the rank of 
gods! Desist from your charitable efforts, which are obstructions to heavenly 
bliss. Practice self=restraint!" 

The Bodhisattva knew that anyone saying such things could only be an evil 
person. "Surely this is an attempt to thwart my almsgiving," he thought. Firmly yet 
kindly, and in accord with virtue, he replied: 

"Most considerately have you shown me the path of the pious. Indeed, it is fitting 
that the gods should show their compassion by their actions and skill in helping 
others. Nevertheless, it would have been wiser to halt the disease before it took 
hold, or at least to apply the cure as soon as the first symptoms appeared. For if 
the wrong treatment allows a disease to develop, a cure applied too late can lead 
only to disaster. My passion for giving has grown, I fear, far beyond the reach of 
help-for my mind can now never turn from almsgiving, despite your counsel so 
well-intended. 

"As for your words regarding the sin of charity and the righteousness of wealth, I 
am afraid my weak human understanding cannot grasp it. How can wealth 
without charity be called the path of virtue? When, please tell me, does wealth 
produce virtue? As buried treasure, perhaps? Or when violently taken by 
thieves? When lost at the bottom of the sea, or when used as fuel for fire? 

"Further, by saying that givers go to hell and that recipients go to heavenly 
realms, you only increase my longing to perform works of charity. May those 
words come to pass! May those who beg from me rise immediately to the 
heavenly realms! For it is not for my own happiness that I give, but for the good 
of all beings." 

Then Mara the Wicked One bent toward the Bodhisattva and like the closest of 
friends whispered earnestly in his ear: "Decide for yourself whether my words are 
lies or are for your own good. Then do as you will. Happy or remorseful, you will 
not soon forget me." 

The Bodhisattva replied: "Sir, you must forgive me. Of my own accord I will throw 
myself into this fiercely blazing hell and be prey to its flames. Rather this than be 
guilty of neglecting the kindly mendicants who show me their affection by 
begging from me." 

And so the Bodhisattva, relying on the power of his good fortune (and knowing 
full well that the consequences of true generosity can never be evil), stepped 
forward into the hell gaping before him. And in doing so, his mind was untouched 
by fear and his desire to give was stronger than ever, despite the feverish 
entreaties of family and servants. 
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By the power of the Bodhisattva’s merit, a lotus bloomed in the midst of that hell; 
its row of petals shaking as if in laughter at Mara, it carried the Great Being 
across the sea of fire. Standing before the Pratvekabuddha, the householder 
filled the monk’s bowl with food, while his own heart overflowed with happiness 
and joy. 

The Pratyekabuddha, demonstrating his satisfaction, rose high in the air, raining 
down glory and flaming with majesty like a cloud flashing with lightning. 
Vanquished and disheartened, Mara lost his splendor. Not daring to look upon 
the Bodhisattva’s face, he disappeared completely, along with his hell. 

From this story one can see how the virtuous do not shrink from giving even 
when they are in peril; who then when he is safe and happy would not be 
charitable? The brave and great-hearted can never be induced to travel the 
wrong path, even by fear. 
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4 - The Merchant 
A Tale of Diligent Resolve. 

 

 
 
Born into a noble family and possessing great fortune, the young bodhisattva 
grew to be a successful merchant. Eventually becoming the head of his guild, he 
acquired a large estate, earned deep respect from all who knew him, and even 
was honored by the king. Devoted to the precept of giving, he constantly shared 
his wealth with the less fortunate. It was impossible for him to witness any sort of 
suffering and refuse to offer aid. 
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One day, while the bodhisattva was sitting down to partake of a magnificent 
feast, a seemingly poor and hungry man appeared at the front gate of his home. 
Although appearing as a beggar, this old man was actually a Pratyekabuddha 
whose only motive to receive alms was to increase the merit of the bodhisattva. 
 

 
 
Witnessing this, Mara, the Wicked One, became intent on dissuading the 
Bodhisttva from all charitable actions. He created a deep hell several fathoms 
wide separating the bodhisattva’s front gate and the mendicant. As the 
bodhisattva stood pondering the meaning of such a phenomenon, Mara 
appeared before him disguised as a powerful god. Mara attempted to convince 
the bodhisattva that what he saw before him was the hell of those lured by the 
praise of beggars. A hell realm solely for those who indulge in the vicious 
passion of charity, and who give away their hard earned wealth. The Bodhisattva 
however, knowing that anybody saying such things must be evil, boldly stepped 
into the fire. Lotuses suddenly appeared at his feet as he passed through. Upon 
reaching the other side he gave the food to the old man who, to show 
satisfaction, revealed his true form as a Pratyekabuddha and magically flew up 
into the air. Mara, disheartened and vanquished, disappeared along with his hell. 
 
 
 
Key Events in the Story 
 
1. A generous merchant. 
2. Mara plays tricks. 
3. The merchant is unperturbed. 
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5 - The Invincible One 

 
Neither fear of fortune’s loss nor hope of future gain can distract the virtuous 

from the practice of giving 
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At one time when the Buddha was still a Bodhisattva, he was born in an 
illustrious family and later became head of his guild. He radiated generosity and 
morality, and excelled in sacred learning, self-discipline, and spiritual knowledge, 
embodying both wisdom and humility. 

Blessed with such boundless riches, he seemed like Kuvera himself. Charity was 
for him a perpetual practice-and so he became a constant source of wealth. Best 
of almsgivers, he lived only to benefit humanity; truly oblivious to all manner of 
greed and selfishness, he soon came to be known as Avishahya, ’the Invincible 
One’. 

He was as happy to see beggars as they were to see him: At first sight, both 
knew that their fondest wish had been granted. He was, indeed, incapable of 
refusing any request, and his great compassion left no room in his heart for 
attachment to wealth. His highest joy, therefore, was to watch the mendicants 
carry off the finest objects from his home. He saw those so-called goods for what 
they were, sources of desire and discontent that would quickly lead to 
dissatisfaction without any apparent cause. 

Indeed, riches joined with greed may be called swift caravans on the road to 
despair. His riches, on the other hand, brought true benefit both to himself and to 
others. The Great Being gave the mendicants whatever they desired and 
ornamented his gifts with respect and freedom from emotionality, in this way 
satisfying them wholly. 

When Shakra, Lord of the Gods, heard of the Bodhisattva’s benevolence, he was 
truly astounded, and instantly decided to test the firmness of the Bodhisattva’s 
resolution. Day by day, little by little, quantities of money, grain, jewels, and 
clothes began to disappear from Avishahya’s house. "Perhaps," thought Shakra, 
"concern for the loss of his property may tempt him to show a little self-interest." 
But the Great Being remained intent on giving. No sooner did his possessions 
vanish-like raindrops touched by the sun-than he would order more to be fetched 
from his house, as if saving them from a dangerous fire. 

At this, Shakra was even more amazed, and prepared a test of greater severity. 
During the night he concealed the whole of Avishahya’s wealth, except for a rope 
and a sickle. The Bodhisattva awoke to find everything gone-household goods, 
furniture, money, grain, clothes, even his servants. His house stood empty, 
desolate, and sad, as if plundered by rakshasas; searching about he found 
nothing but the rope and the sickle. 

"Perhaps some poor person unused to begging has decided to use his initiative 
and help himself. In that case, he has done my house a favor and my goods are 
well spent," he thought. "If, however, by some fault of my destiny, someone who 
is envious of my good fortune has simply stolen all these things-and does not 
intend to use them-it is a great pity. 

"The fickleness of Fortune is no surprise to me, but that the indigent should come 
to grief because of it, saddens me. They have long enjoyed my gifts and 
hospitality; now, finding my house empty, how will they feel? They are no better 
off than those who, dying of thirst, find a dry pond." 

Yet maintaining his even mindedness, the Bodhisattva refused to succumb to 
sorrow. Unaccustomed to begging, he was not able to bring himself to ask others 
for help, even those he knew well. And so he realized how truly difficult it is to 
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beg. His compassion for beggars grew even greater, and with the thought of 
providing for these mendicants strongly in mind, he took up the rope and sickle 
and ventured out into the fields to gather grass. Day after day he toiled in the hot 
sun, and with the little he earned by selling his crop, he attended to the wants of 
many mendicants. 

Witnessing such unshakable calm and devotion to giving in the midst of extreme 
poverty, Shakra was filled with astonishment and admiration. But he was not 
finished with his test. In a burst of dazzling rainbows of light, he appeared in mid-
air before the Bodhisattva, and displaying his wondrous celestial form, attempted 
to turn the Bodhisattva from giving, proclaiming: 

"Householder! Neither thieves nor water, neither fire nor princes have robbed 
you of your wealth. Your own profligate generosity has reduced you to this state, 
and your friends are much alarmed. For this reason I urge you to restrain your 
passionate love of giving. If you would stop your giving, it is possible that even as 
poor as you are now, you could yet recover your former riches. By constant 
consumption, pos sessions dwindle; but gathering ant hills can make a mountain. 
By practicing self-restraint you can increase your property." 

In order to indicate his devotion to giving, the Bodhisattva replied: "0 Thousand-
Eyed One, the noble-hearted, however distressed, could never lower themselves 
to do anything ignoble. May there never be a time when I act like a miser. 
Beggars undergo great suffering-almost like death. As begging is their only hope, 
who could strike a mendicant with the hail stones of refusal? Indeed, who could 
accept any jewel, any wealth, even the realm of the gods, and not use it to 
relieve the misery of those grown pale with the task of begging? When one does 
not give, one strengthens greed. In strengthening generosity, one guards against 
such a danger. 

"Wealth is as fickle as a flash of lightning. It may strike anyone, and when it 
does, it brings only pain and disaster; whereas only happiness and joy spring 
from giving alms. Knowing this, how could the noble cling to greed? Good 
Shakra, I thank you for your kind words and sympathy, but my heart is too 
accustomed to the joy brought by giving. How could I find delight in any other 
way? And do not be angry on my account; the fortress of my character is not 
easy to breech." 

Shakra replied: "Householder, you speak as ifyou were still a powerful and 
wealthy man, attended by many servants, with treasury and granary overflowing, 
your future assured. Your conduct does not suit your condition. It is time you 
recovered your riches. Take up a line of work suitable for a man of your position! 
Soon you will gather riches as great as the sun-and with these riches you can 
eclipse your rival’s fortunes. You will then be in a position to enjoy fortune’s favor 
like the embrace of a lover. Having obtained the respect even of kings, you can 
display your opulence to the people, and gladden your friends with a gift or two. 
If, at that point, you should feel inclined to charitable actions, well, who then 
would blame you? 

"But love of charity without the means to perform it is as foolish as a bird with 
half-grown wings attempting to fly. Your desire to give will ruin you; only through 
practicing restraint, pursuing humble aims, and giving up almsgiving can you 
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acquire wealth. Without wealth what can you give? What can be wrong in not 
giving, after all, when you have nothing to give?" 

But the Bodhisattva replied: "Shakra, there is no time for what you suggest! 
Furthermore, even those who care more for their own interest than for the 
interest of others will find that by practicing charity they will benefit much more 
than they ever could from wealth. Great satisfaction arises by subduing greed 
through charitable actions. Keeping this always in mind, one sees how foolish it 
is to care for riches-for they will never lead one to the heavenly realms. Charity 
alone will earn one a holy reputation and suppress the tendencies toward greed. 
Knowing this, who would not practice charity? 

"Anyone moved by compassion, anyone who desires to protect beings 
surrounded by old age and death, would give away his very self as alms. Such a 
person has no use for ordinary happiness; the sufferings of others forbid him 
such enjoyment. For one such as this, what use is even the glory you possess in 
the heaven realms? 

"Hear this also, 0 Lord of Gods: The span of life is as uncertain as the duration of 
wealth. When one considers this, it is clearly senseless to care for gain when 
giving alms. By the time a single carriage has beaten a track on the ground, a 
second will go by with more confidence. For this reason, I will not move from this 
good way, nor will I shift my carriage to the wrong path. 

"Should I once more acquire great wealth, it would certainly please the 
mendicants. For now, however, even in my lowly condition, I shall give alms as 
well as I can. May I never be lax in keeping my vow of charity!" 

With these words Shakra was finally satisfied. "Well said! Well said!" he cried, 
and looking upon the Bodhisattva with admiration and love, he explained: "Most 
people chase after wealth by any conceivable means, no matter how low and 
rough and hurtful, no matter how harmful to their reputations. Mindless of 
danger, attached to pleasure, they blind themselves with their selfishness. But 
you do not worry about your lost wealth or your lack of pleasures. Nor are you 
lured by my temptations, being intent on increasing the good fortune of others. 
And so you show the greatness of your nature! 

"How your lofty heart shines! How completely you have removed the darkness of 
selfish feelings! Though your wealth is gone, your desire to give has not 
lessened with the hope of recovering it. So greatly do you suffer at the suffering 
of others, so great is the power of your compassion and your desire to benefit 
the world, it is no wonder I have been unable to deter you. Just so little are the 
Himalayas shaken by the wind! 

"It was I who hid your wealth, but only so that by trial your fame might increase. 
Only by trial can a gem, no matter how beautiful, gain the great value of a 
famous jewel. Forgive me, and henceforth pour your gifts on mendicants as 
freely as rainclouds fill pools. By my favor, never again shall you lose your 
wealth." 

After obtaining the pardon of the Invincible One, Shakra returned his estate to 
him, and then vanished on the spot. 

From this story one can see how the virtuous will not change their practice of 
giving either out of fear of losing their fortune or from a desire to gain more. 
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5 - The Invincible One 
A Tale of Unwavering Virtue. 

 

 
Born into an illustrious family, the bodhisattva became the head of his guild and 
acquired a great deal of wealth. He was an impressive man, radiating generosity 
and morality, excelling in sacred learning, self discipline, and spiritual knowledge, 
embodying both wisdom and humility. He became known as Avishya, ’the 
Invincible One’. 
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With vast means at his disposal, charity was a perpetual practice for him and 
having no attachment to his great wealth, this became his only passion. He 
enjoyed nothing more than watching mendicants carry off the finest objects from 
his home. 

Shakra, the Lord of Gods, heard of the bodhisattva’s benevolence and decided 
to test him. Shakra then began to steal Avishya’s possessions and before long, 
everything was gone except for a rope and a sickle. Now with almost nothing, 
and not being accustomed to begging himself, Avishya took the rope and sickle 
and went out to toil in the fields, gathering grass to sell as crops. He would take 
the little money he earned and immediately use it to give further aid to 
mendicants. 

 
Shakra was astounded by the bodhisattva’s unshakable calm and devotion to 
giving even while suffering from extreme poverty. Yet he was not quite finished 
testing him. He appeared before Avishahya in a burst of dazzling rainbows, 
floating in mid-air in his wondrous celestial form, and attempted to turn him away 
from giving. Shakra proclaimed that Avishya was being irrational and that he 
should focus rebuilding his wealth. The bodhisattva humbly refused and stated 
that he had no desire for wealth and that the only joy he seeks is that of 
generosity. Further more, he firmly proclaimed that no matter what, he would 
never stray from his path of charity. This delighted Shakra who then promptly 
returned the bodhisattvas estate and then disappeared into the sky. 

 

Key Events in the Story 

1. A generous man gives everything away. 

2. Content and happy. 

3. Tested by the Lord of the Gods. 
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6 - The Hare 

 
 

If even in lives as beasts the Great-Minded have been known to practice charity, 
who then, being human, should not be charitable? 
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 In the middle of a forest was a clearing once frequented by ascetics. There the 
earth was carpeted with soft green grass; rich soil put forth flowers and fruits in 
lush profusion, and trees and greenery of all sorts abounded. Bordering this 
lovely spot was a sparkling river as blue as lapis lazuli. 

In this forest, the Bodhisattva lived as a hare-an animal that shone with such 
goodness, such vigor, such strength and beauty that all the other animals in the 
forest looked to him as their king, none fearing him, none causing him fear. 
Satisfying his needs by simple blades of grass, wearing his own fur for the 
ascetic’s garments, he glowed like a Great Being. Everything he thought, 
everything he spoke, everything he did was motivated by a friendliness so pure 
and simple that even those beasts usually given to wickedness became his 
students and friends. 

Among his devoted following, three in particular were attracted by the love and 
respect which his eminent qualities inspired, and they grew to be his constant 
companions: an otter, a jackal, and a monkey. These three loved the hare as if 
he were their kin, their mutual bond of respect binding them together in joy. They 
spent all their days with him, soon forgetting their lower natures-and compassion 
for all living creatures flowed from their hearts. Greed no longer tempted them, 
they forgot how to steal, and their lives began to conform closely to the Dharma. 
Their minds became disciplined, clear, and strong. 

How remarkable to hear of a human being who chooses the path of virtue from 
the two ways of action-action which accords with pleasure but goes against 
virtue, or action which is in harmony with virtue but not with pleasure imagine 
how astonishing it was to hear of four beasts who had made such a choice! Their 
fame spread quickly, especially word of the being in the shape of a hare, whose 
compassion for others was unexcelled. His renown travelled even to the realm of 
the gods. 

One evening, the monkey, the jackal, and the otter were sitting in reverence at 
the feet of the hare, eagerly waiting for him to teach the Dharma. The moon was 
almost full, a silver mirror without a handle, and its bright beauty prompted the 
hare to say to his friends: 

"Look! The moon tonight has a laughing face, almost fully rounded, reminding us 
that tomorrow is the fifteenth, a holy day. We must not forget to perform all the 
duties prescribed for that day. Above all, we must not even begin to think of the 
needs of our own bodies before we have honored a guest with good food 
obtained in the right manner. 

"Remember: life is as unstable and fickle as a flash of lightning. Even the lives of 
those who have gained the highest rank will end in downfall. Every union ends in 
separation. Be mindful, therefore, and guard against carelessness. Endeavor to 
increase your merit by acts of giving, ornamented by good conduct, for 
meritorious actions are the strongest support for beings caught in the world. The 
brilliance of the moon outshines the glowing of the stars, yet the sun’s rays 
outshine them all. Such is the power and beauty of merit. 

"So it is that mighty kings, through the power of their merit, can hold in check the 
most presumptuous officials and the most arrogant princes, causing them to 
obey their commands willingly, like the finest of horses. Leaders who scorn the 
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path of virtue are foolish, for no matter how wise they may be in the ways of 
politics, they are sure to be hounded by misfortune and wrath all their days. 

"Therefore, avoid the path of wrongdoing, which engenders only suffering and 
dishonor. Fix your mind on every opportunity for gathering merit, for merit is the 
true source and means of happiness." 

The three students thanked the hare for his teaching and bowed to him with 
respect. After circumambulating him, they went off to their respective homes. 
Once alone, the hare began to reflect on his own situation: 

"My three friends have ample means to honor anyone who might chance to visit 
tomorrow, but my situation is pitiful. The blades of grass I cut off with my teeth 
are far too bitter for any guest. Alas! How helpless I am! What use is life to me 
when a guest who ought to be cause for joy can only be cause for sorrow? How 
can my worthless body, which cannot even bring satisfaction to a guest, ever be 
of use to anyone!" 

Then the hare found his answer: "Ah, wonderful! It is, after all, within my power to 
provide for a guest! I can use my own body! It does not belong to anyone else, 
and I will not harm any other by offering it. My very body can be food for my 
guest. Now I can truly rejoice!" As delighted as if he had been granted a great 
boon, the hare waited for morning. 

At this sublime thought which arose in the Great Being’s mind, all the powers of 
earth and sky rang with exultation. The Earth shook her mountains with joy; the 
Ocean shook its waves like a garment. Heavenly drums resounded in the sky, 
and the horizon glowed with a soft sheen. Clouds flushed with lightning pealed 
soft thunder and rained down a myriad of flowers. The god of the Wind blew the 
fragrant pollen of flowering trees into gossamer veils of ever-shifting patterns, like 
gatherings of offerings. 

The astonishing resolution of the hare produced such a jubilant celebration 
among the gods that Shakra, Lord of the Gods, grew curious, and decided to see 
for himself if the hare’s resolve was real. 

The next day, exactly at noon, when the sun casts down its strongest beams; 
when a net of shimmering light hangs on the horizon; when the sun glows with 
radiant intensity and is unbearable to look upon; when shadows contract, and 
birds hide; when the woods echo with the shrill sound of cicadas; a time when 
travellers are oppressed with heat and fatigue-it was then that Shakra, Lord of 
the Gods, taking the shape of an old brahman, appeared at a spot not far from 
the dwellings of the four friends. Weeping and wailing, he perfectly imitated the 
sounds of a man who had lost his way, a weary traveller worn down by hunger 
and thirst, distress and sorrow. 

"Please won’t someone help me, please help me!" he cried. "My companions are 
gone; I have lost my way; I am wan dering through this dark forest alone, hungry, 
and tired. I have completely lost all sense of direction; I cannot tell the right way 
from the wrong. I am suffering from heat, from thirst, from exhaustion. Who will 
help me? Is there no one to offer me refuge?" 

The Great Beings, alarmed by such pitiful heart-rending sounds, ran quickly in 
the direction of the cries. As soon as they came upon the lost and miserable 
traveller, they approached him respectfully and spoke these words of comfort: 
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"Do not be distressed thinking you are lost in the wilderness. We are your 
friends, and care as much for your safety as would any of your followers. Please, 
gentle sir, grant us the favor of accepting our service, and tomorrow go on your 
way." 

The traveller was silent, so the otter, taking this to mean acceptance, ran off 
joyfully, returning in no time with seven fish. As he offered them to the guest, he 
said: 

"I found these seven fish lying on the ground, motionless, as if asleep. Either 
they were left there by some forgetful fisherman, or they jumped on the shore out 
of fright-in any case they are yours. Please eat them, and take your ease." 

The jackal also brought what food he had available. Bowing with reverence, he 
said: "Here, traveller, is a lizard and a jar of sour milk left in the forest by 
someone unknown. Grant me the favor of watching you enjoy this food, and then 
rest here overnight, 0 virtuous one." With much love in his heart, he handed his 
offerings to the brahman. 

Then the monkey drew near, bringing soft ripe mangoes perfectly round and of 
an orange hue so deep they might have been dyed, joining his palms in 
reverence, he said: "I have ripe mangoes for you, round and soft, refreshing as 
shadows, refreshing as the pleasure of good company. 0 great one who knows 
the Brahman, enjoy them and stay here this night." 

Finally the hare approached, and, after paying his respects, said: "I am but a 
hare who has grown up in this forest; I have no beans, no sesame seeds, no 
grains of rice to offer. On the auspicious day a mendicant visits, one should 
provide such a fine guest with whatever will benefit him. My wealth is limited to 
my body: Take it, then; it is all I possess. Please prepare it on the fire and feast 
upon it, and then stay overnight in our hermitage." 

Shakra replied: "How could someone such as I kill any living being-most 
especially a being such as you, who has shown me such hospitality?" 

The hare replied: "It is clear you are a brahman inclined to compassion. You 
must at least grant me the honor of resting here tonight. In the meantime I will 
find some way of helping you." 

Then Shakra, Lord of the Gods, understanding the hare’s unspoken intention, 
conjured up a heap of burning charcoal-its blazing hot and smokeless fire, the 
color of pure gold, sent thin flames and sparks in all directions. The hare, who 
had been looking everywhere for such a means to work his intention, rejoiced 
upon seeing the fire, and said to Shakra: 

"Here is the means to show you my good will. Now fulfill my hopes and enjoy my 
flesh. You must see, great brahman, that I am absorbed in the thought of giving. 
In you I have found a worthy guest, and my heart will have it no other way. Such 
an opportunity for giving is not easily obtained. Do not let my giving be wasted; it 
depends on you." 

After thus showing honor and respect to his guest, the hare threw himself into 
the fire-like a poor man who suddenly spies a gleaming treasure, or like a goose 
diving into a lotus-covered pond. 

The Lord of the Gods watched in great wonder as celestial flowers rained down 
from the sky and came to rest where the hare had been. Shakra then resumed 
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his own shape and praised the hare with suitable and melodious words. Then, 
with his delicate hands glowing like petals of a white lotus, his fingers 
resplendent like jewels, Shakra lifted the hare up to the heavens and displayed 
him to the gods. 

"Behold and rejoice at this astonishing deed, the heroic exploit of this Great 
Being! Today, at a time when most people-fools that they are-cannot give up 
even faded flowers without misgivings, this one, without hesitation, gave up his 
body as an offering of love to his guest. What a contrast between his animal 
body and the true loftiness of his self-sacrifice, the clarity of his mind! Indeed, he 
confounds all who are slow in striving to do good-gods as well as men. Sweet is 
the fragrance of a mind so dedicated to the practice of virtue! How well immersed 
in the practice of virtue he showed himself to be by his wonderful action." 

Then, in order to glorify that extraordinary event, having in mind the good of the 
world, Shakra adorned the top of his own palace, Vayayanta, and Sudharma, the 
palace of the gods, with the image of a hare. And he also adorned the face of the 
moon with the same image. 

Even today, at full moon, that image glows in the sky, as a reflected object 
shines in a mirror. Since that time, Candra, the moon, known also as the 
Ornament of the Night and the One who Opens the Evening Lotus, has also 
been known as Shashanka, the One Marked by the Hare. 

And the other three-the otter, the jackal, and the monkey-due to their closeness 
with such a holy friend, soon after disappeared from the earth and were reborn in 
the realm of the gods. 

From this story one can see how Great Beings, even in the form of beasts, 
practice giving in whatever way they can. Who, then, as a man, should not 
practice giving? Even beasts are worshipped by the pious if their qualities are 
virtuous. Thus one should be intent on virtue. 
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6 - The Rabbit 
A Tale of Selfless Generosity 

 
.In this lifetime the Bodhisattva was born as an animal, a rabbit. Yet even as a 
rabbit, he possessed incredible virtue, goodness, beauty, and vigor; so much so 
that the other animals viewed him as their king. None feared him and none 
caused him fear. Among his devoted following, three animals in particular 
became his closest students and companions. They were an otter, a jackal, and 
a monkey, who through the Bodhisattva’s teaching, forgot their lower animal 
nature and became infinitely compassionate themselves. 

As instructed by the rabbit in a teaching one night, it was customary that on the 
next day, a holy day, to offer alms to anyone who passes through their forest. 
Later that night, the rabbit was distraught as he realized he had nothing to offer. 
His three companions had ample means to feed a guest, but the rabbit had 
nothing but the meager blades of grass he ate to sustain himself, which were far 
too bitter to offer a visitor. Then he realized he could offer his own flesh as food 
and without hesitation, decided this was what he would do. 

Hearing this, Shakra, the lord of gods, went to test the animals and disguised 
himself as a weary traveler who had lost his way. Hungry, thirsty, and crying with 
despair, the four beasts rushed to his aid. The otter was able to supply the man 
with seven fish, the jackal a lizard and some sour milk, and the monkey some 
soft ripe mangoes. Seeing that the man had built a fire, the rabbit explained that 
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he was offering his own body and then, without hesitation, lept into the hot coals 
and swirling flames. 

     
Shakra rejoiced, reached into the fire and pulled out the rabbit and then lifted him 
up into the heavens and displayed him before the gods. 

Then Shakra, having in mind the good of the world and the glorious example of 
the animal bodhisattva, adorned the top of his own palace, Sudharma, the 
palace of the Gods, with an image of a rabbit. He also adorned the face of the 
moon with the same image. It is said that even today, the image of the rabbit can 
be seen in the full moon. 

 
 

Shakyamuni Buddha, Previous Life Stories (Sanskrit: jataka. Tibetan: kye rab): 
from the famous Indian text presenting 34 morality tales drawn from the previous 
life stories of the historical buddha, Shakyamuni. The story below is about a 
selfless rabbit and the Indian god Shakra. In the early Buddhist texts the name 
Shakra is used as an alternate name for the god Indra. 
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7 - Ajastya the Ascetic 
 

 
As generosity is such a great ornament even to ascetics, how wonderful it is 

when displayed by householders! 
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 Once when the Buddha was still a Bodhisattva travelling through samsara for 
the good of the world, he was born as the child of an illustrious brahman family 
whose purity of conduct was an ornament for the earth. As the full and spotless 
autumn moon beautifies the heavens, so did the birth of Ajastya enhance the 
luster of his family. In due time, after he had obtained the sacraments called for 
by the sacred texts and traditions, and after he had studied the Vedas and their 
many rituals, fame of his knowledge spread far and wide. 

The offerings he received from charitable lovers of virtue swiftly multiplied into 
considerable wealth. And, in turn, as an expansive cloud showers the fields, he 
regaled with treasures his relations and friends, beggars, guests, and teachers-
the distressed as well as those worthy of honor. And so the bright glory of his 
learning, augmented by his generosity, shone forth all the greater, just as the 
beauty of the moon increases in autumn. 

Yet the Great-minded One realized that the state of a householder is a source of 
sorrow, affording little comfort. A householder must involve himself in countless 
activities which lead to indiscretions and even greater difficulties. Turmoil 
surrounds the gaining of a fortune and the necessity of guarding it; struck by 
suffering’s hundreds of arrows, one slowly becomes careless in spiritual affairs, 
until tranquillity is destroyed. 

Having grown weary of all that surrounds a householder’s life, Ajastya knew that 
renunciation of the world would bring him freedom from such evils, and provide 
true happiness. The life of denial, so favorable to spiritual needs, was the only 
proper vehicle for spiritual development and liberation. And so, although wealth 
had brought him high regard, he cast it away as if it were a straw and gave 
himself over to the restraint and discipline of the world-renouncing ascetics. 

But even after he had left his worldly life, many still sought him out for guidance; 
both those who had heard of him, as well as those who remembered him from 
before-all visited him out of respect for his virtues and tranquillity. He found this 
contact with householders distracting and an obstacle to the detachment he 
desired. So, hoping for solitude, Ajastya moved to the island of Kara in the 
Southern Ocean. 

Ajastya built his hermitage on Kara, an island encircled by white-flecked waves 
as blue as sapphire. The beaches were covered by the whitest of sands; the 
island was adorned by trees laden with flowers and fruit, and there was a lake of 
pure sweet water close to where he lived. In his hermitage he manifested ascetic 
practices and showed their glory by the emaciation of his body-he was like the 
crescent moon in the sky, which refines great loveliness to an ever smaller size. 
Seeing his tranquillity, attested to by his modest actions, even the wild beasts 
and birds of the forest understood that this man, absorbed in his vows and 
practice, was a Muni. And in their own way they strove to imitate his ways. 

While living in this ascetic’s grove, the Great Being continued to honor any 
guests who chanced to come his way. He would offer them roots and fruits 
gathered from the forest, fresh water, and words of welcome and blessing; he 
would then partake only of whatever food was left over, limiting his meals to what 
would barely sustain his body 

The glory of his great asceticism spread everywhere, reaching even the ears of 
Shakra, Lord of the Gods, who in his joy upon hearing of such virtue, desired to 
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prove the constancy of the ascetic. To do so he made most of the roots and fruit 
disappear from that part of the forest. But the Bodhisattva, absorbed as he was 
in meditation, was insensible to the pangs of hunger; he was accustomed to 
being content with little, and was indifferent toward his body and his food. He 
was therefore unconcerned. Boiling a few leaves in water, he satisfied his body’s 
needs without the slightest discontent. Calm as ever, he proceeded with his 
simple life. Indeed, those who have few needs find sustenance easy to obtain: 
Where are grass and leaves and ponds not to be found? 

Shakra, Lord of the Gods, was amazed at the Bodhisattva’s behavior, and his 
regard for him grew even greater, but still he decided on another trial. Like a 
summer wind Shakra stripped every leaf from every tree, shrub, and bush in that 
grove. But Ajastya merely picked the freshest of the fallen leaves from the 
ground, boiled them in water, and lived on the thin soup without a moment’s 
discomfort. Enjoying the happiness of meditation, he might have been feeding on 
ambrosia. For truly, modesty in the learned, detachment in the wealthy, and 
contentment in ascetics are the greatest of their treasures. 

Now the Bodhisattva’s astonishing constancy prompted Shakra, almost as if he 
were angry, to go one step further. Assuming the shape of a hungry and thirsty 
brahman, Shakra appeared before Ajastya at the time deemed most propitious 
for guests, the time when prayers and offerings are made just before the main 
meal. The Bodhisattva, his face the picture of happiness, joyously went to greet 
his guest. Speaking kind words of welcome, he invited him to partake of a meal. 
With gentle words soothing to both mind and sense, Ajastya offered his guest all 
the boiled leaves he had gone to so much trouble to procure; he himself was 
satisfied to feast on joy alone. Then, leaving his guest, he retired to his modest 
meditation hut, and passed the day and night in an ecstasy of joy. 

In the same manner, Shakra reappeared at the same time the next day, and the 
next, and the next, and the next. And each day Ajastya received his guest with 
still more joy; no suffering, not even peril to life, can compel the virtuous to 
renounce their love of giving, which is fostered by the practice of deep 
compassion. 

Shakra, overcome with astonishment, knew that by such constant ascetic 
practice the Bodhisattva could easily gain possession of Shakra’s own brilliant 
god-realm: All he need do was ask. Anxious and fearful, Shakra cast aside his 
mask of humanity and assumed the wonderful beauty of his celestial shape. 
Appearing before the Great Being, he questioned him: 

"What do you hope to gain by giving up your beloved family, your household and 
possessions, all that brought you such great happiness? No trifling motive could 
make a wise man give up his happiness and wealth and afflict his family with 
grief by leaving them for a life of toilsome asceticism. Please, ifyou will, satisfy 
my curiosity and reveal the qualities to which you are so intently dedicated." 

The Bodhisattva replied: "Listen, sir, to what I strive for. Repeated births lead to 
repeated sorrow, as do those fearful plagues of old age and illness; the 
inevitability of death is a great disturbance to the mind. I am living like this so that 
I might become a refuge for all sentient beings!" 

Shakra, Lord of the Gods, realizing that his celestial abode was safe from the 
Bodhisattva’s intent, was much relieved. "Well said!" he exclaimed, pleased by 
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the Bodhisattva’s well-expressed statement of purpose. "Ascetic, for this fine 
pronouncement I grant you whatever you wish. Ask what you will." 

The Bodhisattva, not wishing for anything connected with the pleasures of 
existence (indeed, finding painful the very act of asking, for he was truly 
contented), replied to Shakra: "If you wish to grant me what will truly please me, 
grant me this: May that fire of discontent which burns in the hearts of people the 
world over-even after they have won spouse, children, power, and riches beyond 
their wildest dreamsmay that inexhaustible and all-consuming fire never enter my 
heart!" 

The total contentment implied by this wish delighted Shakra. Praising the 
Bodhisattva, he urged him to make a second wish. Ajastva, in order to 
demonstrate how difficult it is to be rid entirely of the fettering passions, preached 
the Teaching once more under the guise of a request: 

"Your qualities are truly great, 0 Master of the gods, ifyou can grant me this great 
gift: May hatred, which is like a conquering enemy army, destroying wealth, 
position, and reputation, always remain far distant from me!" 

On hearing this reply, Shakra was even more delighted. "Justly does Fame, like 
a faithful lover, attend those who have renounced the world. For this wish so 
aptly phrased, please accept another gift from me." 

And so the Bodhisattva, under the guise of accepting the bequest, because of 
his aversion to the fettering passions and the company of those afflicted by 
emotionality, asked: "May I never hear a fool, see a fool, speak to a fool, or 
endure the annoyance and pain of being in the company of a fool! For this I ask." 

"What is this?" cried Shakra. "Anyone in distress is surely deserving of help from 
the virtuous. And ignorance is at the root of all suffering. How is it that you, the 
most compassionate of ascetics, could dislike the sight of a fool, one who is most 
in need of compassion?" 

The Bodhisattva answered: "Because, friend, there is no help for a fool. 
Consider: If a fool could be helped, would I withhold anything that would benefit 
him? But a fool gains nothing whatsoever from my help. Burning with the fire of 
conceit, thinking himself wise, practicing wrong conduct as if it were right, he 
urges his neighbors to do the same. Unaccustomed to upright conduct and 
lacking in moral training, he becomes angry even when admonished for his own 
benefit, and is provoked by whoever wishes him well. Does there exist anyone in 
the world who can be of help to such a fool? For this reason, 0 most excellent of 
gods, I wish I did not ever even have to look at a fool! Because there is no help 
for a fool, he is a most unfit object for my efforts." 

Shakra praised the ascetic again, saying: "The priceless jewels ofyour words 
cannot be suitably rewarded. But please accept another boon as if it were a 
handful of flowers, an offering of respect." 

The Bodhisattva replied in words meant to demonstrate the happiness which 
comes from virtue: "May I obtain good judgment, hear only the wise, and dwell 
only with the steadfast. 0 Shakra, may I spend my days happily conversing with 
the judicious! May you grant me this wish!" 
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"You seem to be quite a partisan for the wise!" commented Shakra. "Tell me, 
what have they done for you? Why do you show such desire for even the sight of 
the wise?" 

The Bodhisattva, in order to show Shakra the qualities of the virtuous, replied: 
"Listen, friend, to my reasons for desiring the sight of the wise. The wise walk in 
the path of virtue, and inspire others to join them. Words said for their good, even 
if harsh, never arouse their impatience, for they are adorned with the self-
discipline of honesty and integrity One can benefit such people. For this reason I 
admit a bias toward those with wisdom." 

"Well put!" said Shakra. "Surely by now you have obtained everything you could 
ask for, wholly contented as you already are. Yet please accept one more gift, if 
only to gratify me. A favor offered from reverence, from abundance of power, and 
with the hope of bringing benefit becomes a source of great pain if not accepted." 

Observing Shakra’s deep desire to help and wishing to please and benefit him, 
and wishing also to show him the benefits of giving, the Bodhisattva answered: 
"Your food always free from corruption and decay, your mind made lovely by the 
practice of charity, and your followers adorned with the purity of their conduct-
may you grant me these!" 

"You are a jewel-mine of wisdom," said Shakra. "Not only shall everything you 
wish be granted, but because your answers have been so beautifully spoken, I 
shall grant you one more request." 

"If you will be so kind as to grant me the highest favor, 0 most excellent of the 
gods," the Bodhisattva replied, "grant me this, 0 conqueror of Asuras: Visit me no 
more in your blazing splendor!" 

Highly astonished, and somewhat offended, Shakra replied: "Do not say such 
things, dear sir. By every manner of ritual, every kind of prayer and vow, sacrifice 
and penance, people all over the world seek the sight of me. Yet you do not 
desire it! For what reason? I came only to grant your every wish!" 

"Do not scold me, Master of Gods," said Ajastya. "I wish only to please you. 
Neither for lack of courtesy do I ask, nor for lack of honor or reverence toward 
Your Majesty. But your superhuman shape blazes with extraordinary brilliance 
even while shining gently, and I fear contemplating such a marvel might cause a 
lapse in adherence to spiritual duties." 

Then Shakra bowed to the Bodhisattva, circumambulated him from left to right, 
and disappeared on the spot. And at daybreak Ajastya was feasted with divine 
food and drink brought to him by Shakra, who invited hundreds of 
Pratyekabuddhas and thousands of devaputras as well. 

All this was seen by the Bodhisattva. Bountiful offerings were made, and the 
Muni obtained a joy most sublime. He continued to delight in a life suitable for 
ascetics and abided in meditation and utmost tranquility. 

From this story one can see how the heroic practice of giving is an ornament 
even in ascetics, and is also greatly needed in householders. It also shows why 
men should adorn themselves with heroic and steadfast giving. This account 
may be told when blaming covetousness, hatred, infatuation, and foolishness; 
when preaching on the virtue of the spiritual friend, or on contentment. This story 
is likewise appropriate when speaking of the magnanimity of the Tathagata, and 
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of the wonderful discourses given by the Bhagavat in his previous existences-if 
he was, even then, an inexhaustible jewel mine of excellent sayings, what can be 
said of the Buddha after having attained perfection? 
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7 - Ajastya the Ascetic 

The Virtues of Asceticism and Solitude. 

 
Born the illustrious Brahman Ajastya, the Bodhisttva was a wise, wealthy, and 
generous householder. Yet seeing that attachment to worldly possessions only 
leads to further suffering, he decided to take up a life as an ascetic and entered 
the forest and devote his life to spiritual development. 

So as to not be bothered, he built his hermitage in the remote island of Kara in 
the southern ocean. As his ascetic practice flourished, even the wild beasts and 
birds understood he was a holy man. Although he limited his meals to only what 
would sustain him, he always honored any guests who passed through the 
island, offering them roots and fruit, fresh water, words of welcome and blessing. 
He would only eat what was left over. 

The glory of Ajastya’s great ascetisism spead everywhere, even reaching the 
ears of Shakra, the lord of gods, who decided to test him. First Shakra started 
making the roots and fruit of the island disappear, but Ajastya absorbed in 
medititation and having very few needs, barely noticed. Without food, Ajastya 
continued to sustain himself on nothing more than boiled leaves. So for a second 
test, Shakra, becoming slightly more extreme, stripped every leaf from every 
tree, shrub, and bush on the island. Once again, Ajastya barely noticed and by 
boiling only a few of the freshest fallen leaves, might as well have been feasting 
on ambrosia. For a third test, Shakra started to appear every day right at meal 
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time as a hungry and thirsty man, knowing Ajastya would offer him his only food 
for the day. Yet Ajastya was still content and it was as if he was feasting on 
nothing but the joy of generosity. 

      
 

 

Shakra, knowing that such constant ascetic pracitice could gain one entry into 
the god realm, and fearing this, then appeared in his true celestial form and 
questioned the Bodhisttvas motivation. Ajastya responded that his motivation 
was to better the lives of all beings. Delighted, Shakra then said he would grant 
him one wish. Desiring nothing, the bodhisattva responded only with wishes for 
the good of all and nothing material for himself. Delighted further, Shakra 
continued to attempt to grant him something but every time he offered, the 
bodhisattva desired nothing until finally he wished that the great Lord of Gods go 
away and leave him to his ascetisism. Seeing that Shakra was offended, the 
bodhisattva explained it was simply because his celestial god form was so 
beautiful that it might be an obstacle for his spiritual duties. Shakra was satisfied 
and rewarded Ajastya with a great feast and then promptly disappeared. 

 

Key Events in the Story 

1. An ascetic on an island. 

2. Generous to all. 

3. Tested by the Lord of Gods. 
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8 - The Strength of Love 

 
The truly compassionate take no heed of their own pleasure; it is the suffering of 

others which concerns them. 
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 At a time when the Bodhisattva was established in the practice of compassion, 
intent on becoming a refuge for all beings, he set his mind on increasing the 
qualities which benefit the world-giving, self-discipline, devotion, and love for all 
beings. And so he was born as a king named Maitribala, ^He Whose Strength is 
Kindness’. 

Maitribala felt the suffering of his subjects as if it were his own, and protected his 
people skillfully. His sword was a mere ornament, for the other kings respectfully 
accepted his word as law-a law which was demonstrated in the measures he 
took to promote his people’s welfare. He ruled with right action; even punishment 
was but a means to increase benefits for his kingdom. He was like a father to his 
people, in that he protected them with the Dharma. While his liberality, his 
tranquillity, his honesty and wisdom were all directed toward the welfare of 
others, he increased his own store of lofty actions, essential for the attainment of 
enlightenment. 

Now, one day, five yaksha demons, exiled by their lord, Kubera, invaded the 
realm of Maitribala. Skilled in the art of sucking the life-force from others, the 
demons were gleeful at having discovered an idyllic kingdom, so prosperous, so 
free of any calamity, its people happy, healthy and thriving! They had only one 
desire: to drain the region of all its vigor. 

But try as they might, using all their usual tricks, they were unable to steal the 
life-force from the people. The power of the king was too strong; his merest 
intention sufficed to protect his people. Finding that they could not debilitate even 
a single person living in that kingdom, the powerless yakshas huddled together 
in consternation. 

"We are impotent. How can this be? These people possess no high learning, 
perform no extraordinary ascetic practices, are masters of no deep magic. How 
can they block our power? We are not worthy of our name!" 

So, taking on the shape of brahmans, they roamed the land. By and by they 
came to the edge of a forest, where they came upon a cowherd resting in the 
shade of a leafy tree, sandals on his feet, a garland of flowers in his hair. Alone, 
his staff and axe on the ground to his right, he was singing and humming as he 
busied himself with braiding a rope. 

The yakshas approached the cowherd and tried to speak, but at first they found it 
difficult, for they were not used to human speech. Finally, they croaked: "Friend, 
you there, guarding the cows, are you not afraid to stay in this lonely forest all by 
yourself?"  

The cowherd, looking up, asked: "What should I fear?" The yakshas replied: 
"Have you never heard of the demons and yakshas, cruel by very nature? No 
one, no matter how blessed with learning, ascetic practice and charms, no matter 
how brave and fearless and surrounded by loving friends, can escape those 
grisly ghouls who feed on the flesh and juices of humans. How can you not be 
afraid, alone here in this remote and fearsome forest?" 

The cowherd laughed heartily. "In this country," he said, "we have a good luck 
charm so strong that not even the Lord of the Gods can overcome it, much less 
some flesh-eating demons. Because of this, I wander through the wilderness as 
if it were my home, at night as if by day, alone as if in a crowd-fearless and 
secure." 
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The yakshas, now very curious, encouraged the cowherd by speaking to him 
with feigned respect: "Kind sir," they said, "gentle sir, you must tell us, if you 
please, what sort of extraordinary charm this is!" 

And laughing again, the cowherd replied: "Listen to our charm’s description: a 
chest as broad as the golden face of Mount Meru; a smiling face as beautiful as 
a clear autumn moon; arms like golden clubs, long and full; the eyes of a bull and 
the stride of a bull. This is our king! He is our extraordinary charm." 

Confronted by the resentful and astonished faces before him, he added: "Ah, this 
is rather a wonder, is it not? Yet how strange! The power of our king is famous, 
yet you have not heard of him! Or is it that you have heard but could not believe? 

"I suspect that your countrymen are not greatly concerned with the quest for 
virtue. Or perhaps their store of good fortune has simply run dry, and so they 
have not heard of our king. In any event, since you have arrived here from such 
a savage land, some small good fortune must remain to you." 

The yakshas spoke again: "Kind sir," they said, "gentle sir, please, tell us what it 
is your king possesses that renders spirits powerless to harm the inhabitants of 
this realm." 

The cowherd replied: "Listen, 0 brahmans. Our king’s power comes from his 
exalted mind. His strength rests on the shoulders of his loving kindness, not on 
his motley-bannered army, which is kept purely for custom. Right action is his 
code, not the base science of politics. He does not know anger; he never speaks 
harsh words. And so he protects his land in the proper way, and uses his wealth 
to honor the virtuous. 

"And yet, although he is endowed with all these wonderful qualities, he is not 
tainted by pride or by the hope of reward for the protection he affords his people. 
He is blessed with many more such qualities; and so no calamity can touch the 
citizens of this land. 

"But how little you can learn from me! If you wish to know more about the virtues 
of our excellent king, you had best enter the capital. There you will see the 
people in their everyday lives: You will see how firm is their morality and sense of 
duty, how merry, how thriving they are; how abundant their food, how constant 
their welfare, how splendid their dress, yet how modestly worn. And you will see 
how kind they are to worthy strangers who come to them as guests. They are 
enraptured by the virtues of their king, whose praises they never cease to 
proclaim with devotion, as if chanting the most auspicious charms and blessings. 

"Once you see all this, you will understand how to measure the virtues of our 
king. And when you, too, begin to feel reverence for his qualities, no doubt you 
will soon thereafter witness them-for you yourselves will seek him out." 

The cowherd smiled warmly, but his affectionate eulogy did not soften the hearts 
of his listeners. For praise of what they hate-as does truth itself-inflames the 
minds of fools. The yakshas grew angrier than ever at this king for obstructing 
their power, and leaving the cowherd, they hatched a diabolical plan. 

Considering the king’s love of charity, and wishing above all to do him harm, they 
managed to approach the king while he was holding an audience. Still in 
disguise, they asked him for some food. 



 
 

60

The king quickly and joyfully ordered his cooks and servants to prepare his 
guests an elaborate meal. But when it was served, a feast fit for the royal table, 
the yakshas spurned it, as tigers would scorn green grass. "We do not feed on 
such dishes," they said. "Well, what sort of food would please you then, that we 
may prepare it for you?" asked the king. 

The yakshas replied: "Raw human flesh, freshly cut, and human blood still warm-
such is the food and drink of yakshas, 0 lotus-eyed monarch, you so strict in 
keeping promises." And as they spoke, they threw off their human guise and 
showed their true nature: their disfigured features, ferocious mouths with pointed 
gnashing teeth, fierce red eyes, flaming and squinting, flat ugly noses wide and 
grotesque, hair and beard the color of flames, complexions dark and ominous as 
rainclouds. 

Looking at them, the king knew at once that they were demons, not men. Now he 
understood why they did not want his food and drink. And moved by his pure 
heart, he felt only compassion and pity for them. As he gazed at them, he 
pondered: 

"The merciful could never obtain such food and drink, and if they tried, what 
untold grief that attempt would cause! The cruel in heart might or might not be 
more successful; if not, their efforts would not matter, but if they were to succeed, 
what benefit could come from the slaughtering of their own kind day after day? 

"Indeed, such is the life of these yakshas-their hearts are wicked and pitiless. 
Every moment they do nothing but destroy their own happiness. When will their 
sufferings ever end? I must help them, but how is it possible for me to find such 
food? Not for a single moment could I injure another or destroy even one life. 

"Yet I cannot remember a single time when I have disappointed a supplicant; no 
one who has ever come before me has ever left bereft, like a lotus withered by 
the winter wind. 

"The flesh of animals who have died a natural death is cold and bloodless; it 
would not do. But how could I rob the flesh from any living being? On the other 
hand, how can I turn them away, dashing their hopes and causing them even 
more misery? 

"But why consider a second longer? It is clear what I must do. From my own 
body I will give them blood, from my own body chunks of flesh, solid and fat. 
They are hungry, and they have come to me for food; I cannot seek the flesh 
from another. Their eyes are hollow, their faces pale, sick with the misery of their 
fruitless search. Therefore, it is time to act. What other use can this body be, 
forever prone to sickness like a festering ulcer, an eternal abode of pain? I will 
put that suffering to good use-I will perform a special action to bring joy." 

With this resolution, the eyes and face of the Great Being began to glow with 
gladness. Bathed in splendor, he pointed to his body as he spoke to the 
yakshas: 

"Feast on this flesh, this blood. I bear this body solely for the benefit of all beings. 
To entertain guests with it in this fashion would be good fortune for me and of 
great consequence for all the world." 
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The yakshas, though witness to the king’s determination, could not believe it, so 
incredible did it seem to them. So they at once said: "After a mendicant reveals 
his need, it is the giver alone who must act." 

With great happiness, the king called for the physicians to open his veins. But 
the royal ministers, terribly upset and agitated by the king’s determination to give 
his own flesh and blood, pleaded repeatedly with the king out of the strength of 
their love: "Pray, Your Majesty, do not let your love of charity lead you to 
disregard the consequences of your actions! Consider the harmful results for 
your devoted subjects-you cannot but know the nature of demons. You have 
always toiled for the benefit of your kingdom; you have always been unattached 
to your own pleasure. Do not give your flesh-it is not right! 

"You are acting with ignorance, Your Majesty. You know well these demons exult 
in anything that will disturb or distress your people. Their very nature demands 
that they injure others. Until now your strength has protected us, and they have 
had no power; unable to work their woe in any other fashion, they have thought 
up this scheme to cause us great calamity. 

"Even the gods are happy with the offerings you are accustomed to giving-food 
excellent and pure, carefully prepared. Why should not demons too be satisfied 
with such offerings! We cannot fathom your thoughts! And so our attachment to 
duty forbids us our usual obedience. 

"Can it be called right action to throw your whole land into chaos for the sake of 
these five? And why do you make us feel so unloved? How else could it be that 
our flesh, our blood has gone unnoticed? Why should you even think of offering 
your body when ours are whole and at your command?" 

The king replied: "I have received a clear request. How could I say: "I will not 
give it’? How could I speak falsely and say: "I do not have it to give’? Am I not 
your guide in matters of right action? Well, then, if I myself should walk the wrong 
path, what would happen to my subjects? What example could they follow? 

"Indeed, it is with my subjects in mind that I will cause the essence of my body to 
be drawn out. If I were fainthearted, bound by self-love, what strength would I 
have to promote my peoples’ welfare? 

"As for your loving suggestion that you give your own flesh-I do not mean to stop 
you from showing your love, nor do I wish to let a thicket of suspicion close it off. 
It is wonderful to give to friends, particularly if their wealth should be diminished 
through misfortune. But it is not fitting for the poor to aid the rich. 

"My limbs are strong, solid, and full of flesh. I have sustained them solely for the 
benefit of supplicants. Moreover, if I can not bear the suffering of a stranger, how 
could I bear your suffering? 

"It is I whom they ask, not you. And I will give my flesh. Therefore, though your 
love for me has given you the courage to try to stop me, do not oppose my 
actions any longer. Look well at what you do, for you do not know the proper way 
to deal with mendicants! 

"How would you consider one who, from selfish motivation, restrained another 
from an act of giving? Would you consider such a person pious or impious? Is 
there any doubt? Look more closely at the situation, and your thoughts will follow 
the right path as befits those who work in my service. Approval would be now 
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more fitting than your anxious looks. Why? Because beggars craving money or 
goods can be met with every day, but mendicants like these cannot be 
encountered even by pleading with the gods. 

"Furthermore, considering the frailty of a human body, and how much misery it is 
sure to cause, how could one hesitate at the appearance of such uncommon 
supplicants? Miserable self-love plunges us into deepest darkness. No, my lords, 
do not restrain me." 
And having so persuaded his council, he sent for the physicians to open five 
veins. The king then spoke to the yakshas: "By accepting this offering of my 
body, you are acting as friends of the Dharma. You will give me the greatest 
pleasure by accepting this gift." 

The yakshas let the king’s blood flow into the hollow of their hands, and began to 
drink the dark red liquid, fragrant as sandalwood. And as they drank, the 
monarch shone with the splendor of gold, like Mount Meru encircled with heavy 
rain clouds glowing at twilight. 

Because of the king’s great joy, because of his forbearance and physical 
strength, his body did not weaken, nor did his mind grow faint, though the flow of 
blood did not lessen. Finally, when the yakshas had quenched their intense 
thirst, they told the king that they had had enough. And the king rejoiced that his 
body, source of misery, had finally found a proper use as a means to honor 
mendicants. 

His face glowing with happiness, the king then raised his sword: It was a sharp 
sword, with a shining blade the color of a blue lotus, its hilt gleaming with lustrous 
jewels. Firmly the king cut pieces of flesh from his body and gave them to the 
yakshas. 

Each time he cut his flesh, his joy was so intense there was no room for pain or 
sorrow. The pain, which pushed forward at each stroke of the sharp sword, was 
driven far back again by joy, and was therefore slow to penetrate his mind-as if it 
were tired from being compelled to and fro. So intense was this joy the king felt 
at his action that it touched and softened even the cruel hearts of the demons. 

Thus those who, out of compassion and out of love for the Dharma, give up their 
bodies for the sake of others, regenerate hearts burned black by fires of hatred, 
transmuting them into the gold of tenderness and faith. Seeing the monarch as 
calm as ever, oblivious to the pain of his sword, his countenance a picture of 
unshaken serenity, the yakshas were overwhelmed with admiration and 
astonishment. 

"What a wonder! What a miracle!" they cried. "Can it be true, or is it mere 
illusion?" The wrath they had nurtured so carefully was gone, and they began to 
praise and bow low to the Great Being. "No more, Your Majesty!" they cried. 
"Stop harming yourself! The wonder of the actions by which you have brought joy 
to other mendicants has satisfied us as well." With much agitation, bowing their 
heads with reverence, they pleaded with the king to stop. And when he did, they 
looked up with faces wet with tears of contrition. 

"Rightly do people everywhere devoutly proclaim your glory-even Shri would 
abandon the lotus pond for your presence! If heaven, protected by Shakra 
himself, does not feel jealous of this earth guarded by your heroism, then heaven 
is truly deceived. 
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"What more can we say? Humanity is fortunate indeed to be under your 
protection! We are utterly distressed at having caused you such suffering. But 
despite our wickedness, it is certain that by depending on you we can gain our 
salvation! 

"In that hope, we wish to know: What have you been striving for that you act 
without regard for your own happiness? By means of ascetic practices do you 
hope to gain dominion over the entire world? The wealth of Kubera? The rank of 
Indra? Whatever it may be, it cannot be far from your reach. If we may be 
allowed to hear, please tell us." 

The king replied: "Hear, then, why I exert myself High rank is impermanent; it 
takes great effort to obtain and is easily lost. It yields no satisfaction, so how 
could it give serenity of mind? For this reason I do not wish the brilliance of a 
heavenly lord’s throne, much less that of an earthly king. Nor would my heart be 
content to end only my own suffering-my sole concern is for those helpless 
creatures undergoing unbearable suffering. For them I will attain allknowingness 
by means of my merit. And in vanquishing my enemies, the evil passions, I will 
save all these beings from the Ocean of Existence, that rough sea with its billows 
of old age, sickness, and death." 

The very hairs on the bodies of the yakshas bristled with the joy of faith, and they 
bowed before the king. "Only a being as determined as you are could perform 
such an extraordinary action. Whatever you intend will certainly not take long to 
achieve. And as surely as all your efforts are for the benefit of all beings, pray do 
not forget us at the time of your liberation! Forgive what we have done. We did 
not understand even our own self-interest. We beg you now to guide us with 
some precepts we may follow. We will obey as surely as any of your officials." 

The king, knowing that the hearts of the yakshas had opened, calmly said: "Do 
not worry. You have not harmed me; you have helped me. Indeed, since the path 
of right action is difficult, how could I forget my companions on that road when 
once I obtain enlightenment? My first teaching of liberation will be given to you; 
to you I will offer that ambrosia. 

"And now, if you truly wish to please me, from this moment on do not harm 
others. Furthermore, do not ever covet their goods or their wives; speak no lies 
and drink no intoxicating liquors." 

The yakshas promised to follow these injunctions, and after paying proper 
homage to the king, they disappeared. 

Now at the very instant that the Great Being had determined to give his own 
flesh and blood to the yakshas, the earth had trembled in many places, and 
Mount Meru, the Golden Mountain, had begun to shake. And as the mountain 
trembled, drums began to sound. The trees cast off their flowers, and the wind 
blew them up into the sky where they took on forms-here a flight of birds, there a 
banner, there a well-arranged garland-and in these shapes, they descended to 
the ground, all around the king. 

And as if to prevent the monarch from his action, the great Ocean had rolled and 
swelled its waves, like an ally rallying his helpful army, but to no avail. 

The Lord of the Gods, disturbed by the agitation of the earth and ocean, saw the 
cause by signs. Filled with apprehension at the harm being done to the king, he 
quickly arrived at the royal palace, where he found everyone troubled with fear 
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and sorrow except the king, whose countenance was calm and clear, although 
his body was in a miserable condition. 

Moved by gladness and joy, Shakra approached the king and eulogized him with 
his lovely voice: "What an extraordinary treasure are your virtues-how dedicated 
is your heart to helping others! Earth has indeed obtained a protector!" 

Having praised the king in this way, Shakra, Lord of the Gods, applied herbs 
from both heaven and earth to heal the king’s wounds. The pain ceased, the 
king’s body was restored to wholeness, and the monarch was as before. 
Respectfully, the king paid homage to Shakra, who then returned to his heavenly 
home. 

From this story one can see how the compassionate do not attend to their own 
happiness, and suffer only by the sufferings of others; who, then, ought not to set 
aside the attachment to anything so mean as wealth? This story should be told 
when inspiring the charitable, and also when explaining the virtues of 
compassion and the glory of the Tathagata. This story also shows why the 
Dharma should be listened to carefully. 

"This account also explains the words said by the Buddha: "0 monks, these five 
have done much, indeed." For the first five disciples of the Buddha were the five 
yakshas of this story. The Bhagavat imparted to them the first of the ambrosia of 
the Dharma just as he had promised. 
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8 - Strength of Love 
A Tale of Loving Kindness. 

 

 
Being established in the practice of compassion, the bodhisattva was born as the 
beloved king Maitribala, which means ’strength of loving kindness’. Feeling the 
suffering of all his subjects, he ruled his people skillfully. Other kings held him in high 
regard and respected his word as law, so wars were never fought in his kingdom. He 
took great measures to promote his peoples welfare, ruled with right action, and 
even punishment of wrongdoers was done in such a skillful and compassionate way 
that it increased the fortunes of the entire kingdom. 

One day however, five Yaksha demons, exiled by their lord, invaded Maitribala’s 
lands. Skilled in sucking the life-force from others and bent on creating havoc, the 
demons were overjoyed to find such an idyllic kingdom to destroy. Yet all their 
attempts were unsuccessful and they did not know why. Disguising themselves as 
Brahmans they questioned a cowherder and learned of the glory of Maitribala. This 
great king was surely the reason their efforts to spread suffering were unsuccessful 
so they set off to the palace to create trouble. 

Upon arriving in their Brahman disguises, the demons approached the king who was 
in the midst of addressing a grand audience. They stated that they were hungry and 
immediately the king ordered a great feast to be prepared for them. Yet when the 
elaborate meal was served, the demons scorned it and angrily exclaimed that they 
did not eat such dishes. The king then asked what sort of food would please them 
and seeing this as an opportunity, the Yakshas revealed their true demonic form. 
Their reply was that they needed to eat fresh human flesh and blood. The king, 
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unable to refuse a request even from demons, but also not able to kill any of his 
subjects to feed them, found himself stuck in a serious dilemma. 

He then resolved that the only possible action was to feed the demons his own flesh 
and blood, despite his royal court imploring him not to. In fact, the sorrow over what 
the king was about to do was so great that the earth began to tremble and shake in 
many places. Never the less, Maitribala had his physicians open five of his veins and 
began to serve his fresh blood to the Yakshas. He proceeded to cut off chunks of his 
flesh and felt very little pain as he did so, for the joy of generosity overwhelmed the 
sharp physical sensation. Seeing this, the five Yaksha demons became awestruck 
with admiration and astonishment. All the anger and ill intent they had been 
nurturing vanished and they bowed in reverence to the great king, eventually taking 
vows themselves to follow right action. 
 

 
 

Shakra, the Lord of Gods, having witnessed the great rumbling of the earth, arrived 
at the royal palace to find everybody filled with fear and sorrow, crying for the newly 
disfigured king. The king himself, although in the process of bleeding to death, was 
the only one that remained calm and clear. Seeing Maitribalas infinite compassion, 
Shakra then rewarded the king by gathering herbs from both heaven and earth and 
applying them to his wounds. In very little time, the kings pain ceased and his body 
was restored to its wholeness. 

 

Key Events in the Story 

1. A kindly King. 

2. Five harmful demons. 

3. Loving kindness subdues harmful intent. 
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9 - Vishvantara 

 
 

If ordinary beings are not capable of even appreciating the Bodhisattva’s actions, 
how can they follow his example? 
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 Once the Shibis were ruled by a king whose every action was crowned with 
virtue. Samjaya was his name, a man whose valor, discretion, and modesty kept 
his passions firmly in check, and led him to become victorious and mighty. 
Because of his great virtue, Glory-faithful as an honest lover-followed him as 
fervently as a lion guards its den. 

Due to his constant and strict respect for the elders, he had mastered the 
mysteries of the Vedas and metaphysics, and had become skilled in the 
administration of justice. His subjects therefore enjoyed the benefits of security 
and peace, and performed their tasks with the utmost joy and devotion. He 
honored all who came before him, whether they demonstrated their merit in 
spiritual practices, science, or the arts. 

Next to him in rank, though in no way inferior in virtue, was his son and heir 
apparent, Vishvantara. Though still a youth, he possessed the tranquil mind of 
an elder; though full of energy, he was naturally disposed to patience; though 
learned, he was free of conceit; and though mighty and celebrated, he was 
without a trace of pride. The reputations of all others travelling on the path of 
virtue paled beside his; he was renowned throughout the three worlds. 

Vishvantara could not passively endure the great sorrow and countless 
sufferings of humanity. Against these foes he waged a mighty battle, shooting 
innumerable arrows of giving from his mighty bow of compassion. Every day he 
gave to the mendicants, without question, and without restraint, more than they 
asked for; and he adorned each gift with the kindest of words. 

The prince also strictly observed the holy days. After bathing and donning a garb 
of white linen, ornamented by tranquillity, he would mount his great white 
elephant, swift and vigorous, its body graced with auspicious marks, its color and 
size like a peak of the Snow Mountains. On this fabulous beast the prince would 
visit the alms-halls he had established all over the town-oases for mendicants 
where they would receive whatever they desired. 

For those inclined to giving, riches yield the greatest pleasure when given to the 
needy. And the enjoyment of such giving cannot be compared to ordinary joy. 

Word of such extraordinary charity, proclaimed everywhere by the happy 
beggars, spread far and wide. Soon a neighboring king heard of the prince’s 
generosity and conceived a crafty plan to rob the prince of his royal elephant by 
deceiving him through his passion for almsgiving. To bring this about, the rival 
king dispatched a group of brahmans to the land of the Shibis. 

As Vishvantara was inspecting the alms-halls-his happiness continually 
increasing the bright beauty of his face these shrewd brahmans, uttering 
benedictions with uplifted hands, placed themselves directly in his path. 
Respectfully, the prince stopped his great elephant and asked them their 
business: "Tell me what you have come for," he said, "and it shall be granted." 

"We seek your joy in giving," said the brahmans, "as well as the qualities of your 
elephant with its graceful gait. These make us seem like the neediest of beggars. 
Fill the world with astonishment, 0 prince. Present us with this great beast, as 
beautiful as a peak of Mount Kailasha, and be joyful!" 

The Bodhisattva was filled with happiness, for it had been a very long time since 
he had been asked for so great a gift. Yet he considered: "What use have these 
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brahmans for such an elephant? No doubt it is a trick of some king, whose sorry 
mind is clouded with greed, jealousv, and hatred. 

"Still, he must not be disappointed. In presenting me with this opportunity, 
without care for his own reputation or the precepts of right action, he is 
advancing my welfare." Whereupon the Great Being stepped down from his 
magnificent elephant and, standing before the brahmans, golden pitcher uplifted, 
pronounced solemnly: "Pray accept this o $ering." 

Even though the prince knew full well that the science of politics does not follow 
the path of right conduct where wealth is concerned, he joyfully gave away his 
elephant out of devotion to the Dharma. And he watched with delight as the great 
elephant, adorned with its lovely golden lattice seata massive cloud radiant with 
the flash of lightning-walked off in the hands of strangers. 

The citizens, however, who were politically attuned, hearing of their prince’s gift, 
were overwhelmed by distress. The eldest of the brahmans, ministers, military 
men, and townspeople descended on the court of King Samjaya. Filled with 
agitation and resentment, they ignored the restraint due their monarch, and 
expressed their anger: "How can Your Majesty sit there and do nothing! The 
fortune of your kingdom is being carried off and your kingdom is being seriously 
weakened!" 

The king, alarmed, asked what they meant, and they replied: "Are you not aware 
of what your son has done? That splendid beast, whose fragrant face intoxicates 
the bees and imbues the wind with the sweet perfume that maddens the other 
proud elephants; that war-elephant, whose brilliant strength subdued your 
enemies and lulled their pride to sleep; that embodiment of victory-was given 
away by Vishvantara and at this very moment is being led away! 

"Grain, clothes, food, gold-such are the goods fit to give to brahmans! Parting 
with our strongest elephant, symbol of great victory, is no act of charity, but an 
act contrary to reason! The prince could never rule with success, for he is 
oblivious to the most basic principles of politics. Forbearance is out of the 
question in this matter. Your Majesty, do something, lest he bring further comfort 
to your 

enemies." 

The king loved his son deeply; on hearing such words, he was not kindly 
disposed toward the speakers. Nevertheless, bowing to expediency, in hopes of 
appeasing their anger, he told them they were right: "I know that Vishvantara at 
times indulges in his passion for charity too much, neglecting the rules of 
government. And it is true that such behavior is not the wisest for those in charge 
of ruling. But the act is done. He has tossed away his own elephant like so much 
phlegm, and who can bring it back? In the future you can be sure I shall make 
clear to him the limit of his almsgiving; may this suffice to cool your anger." 

But the Shibis replied: "No, Your Majesty. That is not enough. He is not the type 
to be brought to reason by a simple censure." "Then what else can be done?" 
asked Samjaya. "It is not that he has sinned, but that his attachment to virtue is 
perhaps too great. As punishment for his giving away the elephant do you want 
his imprisonment? Or death? Calm yourselves. From this moment on, I shall 
prevent Vishvantara from any similar actions." 
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Still angry, the Shibis persisted: "No one would seek, 0 King, to ask for your 
son’s death or imprisonment or flogging. But devoted as he is to spiritual matters, 
Vishvantara is not fit to bear the burden of royalty; the tenderness of his heart 
and his deep compassion are not suitable to such an office. Give the throne to a 
prince who has mastered the art of politics, whose martial prowess is beyond 
dispute. Your son, whose love for virtue ignores policy, is fit only to dwell in a 
grove for ascetics. 

"When princes commit faults of policy, their subjects feel the pain. We can bear 
such mistakes, as we have throughout history, but a fault of this kind undermines 
the very roots of kingly power. Therefore, we are unable to stand by and watch 
your ruin, and we have resolved: The royal prince must withdraw to Mount 
Vanka, home of the Siddhas. There, where it will not harm the government, he 
may practice charity to his heart’s delight." 

So did the people, moved by affection and love for their sovereign, speak in the 
frankest possible terms. The king, ashamed and downcast, heaved a deep and 
sorrowful sigh, overcome by the thought of separation from his son. "So be it," he 
said. "What you wish shall be done. Yet allow my son at least one day and night 
with me; tomorrow at daybreak he shall comply with your request." Finally the 
Shibis were satisfied. 

To his chamberlain the king said: "Go and tell Vishvantara what has come to 
pass." And so, his face wet with tears, the minister went directly to the prince and 
threw himself in despair at the Bodhisattva’s feet. "What is the matter?" asked 
Vishvantara. "Has anyone taken ill?" The other replied in a voice thick with 
emotion: "No, the royal family is well." "What then is the trouble?" asked the 
prince. In a faltering voice full of tears the chamberlain uttered these words: 

"My prince, the Shibis, disregarding the royal will although presented in the 
gentlest of terms, have angrily ordered you banished from the realm." 

"Why are the Shibis angry?" asked Vishvantara. "What you say is beyond all 
reason. I have never strayed from the path of discipline, never been careless in 
my duties. What have I done to make the people so incensed against me?" 

The chamberlain replied: "They are offended by the purity of your mind. Your 
giving away of the foremost of your elephants, 0 noble prince, tried their patience 
and moved them to overstep the bounds of duty. Though the satisfaction you 
experienced came from a complete lack of attachment, what moved those 
mendicants was nothing but desire. Ignoring that, you have provoked the anger 
of the town. Now you have no choice but to go the way of the ascetic." 

Then to demonstrate his immense patience, as well as his deeply-rooted 
affection for mendicants-firmly established by his profound compassion-
Vishvantara replied: "The Shibis are undependable, and they do not understand 
my nature. It is for the benefit of all sentient beings alone that I support this body; 
so what need have I for wealth? Since I would honor the request of beggars 
even with my own limbs, my eyes, my head if need be, why not my wealth? The 
Shibis, angry at the mendicants, try to restrain me out of fear, thinking I might 
give up even my body. But their actions only display their foolishness. 

"Even if they were to kill or banish me, nothing would stop me from the practice 
of giving. With this firmly in mind, I will set out for the grove of the ascetics." Then 
the Bodhisattva turned to his wife: "You have heard the resolution of the Shibis?" 
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"I have," Madri replied. "Then put aside, fair-eyed one, all your property, all that 
you have received from me as well as from your father." "And what shall I do with 
it, my lord?" "Give it in charity to those of good conduct, embellishing your gift 
with respect. Goods deposited in this manner are imperishable, following us even 
after death. Be a loving daughter to your parents and mine, and a careful mother 
to our children. Continue to walk the path of right action, alert to any 
carelessness. But above all, do not mourn my absence." 

In reply, trying not to arouse the displeasure of her husband, Madri suppressed 
her deep sorrow and said: "It is not right, Your Majesty, for you to go to the forest 
alone. Where you go, I must go, my lord. With you, even death would be a 
festival for me; life without you would be impossible to bear. Nor do I fear the 
forest life. Consider it well: We will be living far away from wicked people, 
befriended by deer, serenaded by birds. The groves with their carpets of grass, 
as lovely as floors inlaid with lapis lazuli, will be far more pleasant than our 
artificial gardens. 

"Indeed, my prince, you will never think of lost royalty when beholding our 
children neatly dressed and crowned with garlands, playing among the trees. 
Brooks, overhung by bowers, their beauty changing with the seasons, will bring 
nothing but pleasure. Songs of birds longing for love, dances of peacocks 
inspired by desire, the sweet buzzing of the honey-bees-all will make a forest 
concert to delight you. 

"Rocks veiled with the silk coverlet of moonlight, stroked by the soft wind imbued 
with the scent of flowering trees, rivulets flowing over rocks sounding like the 
sweet clatter of bracelets and rings-everything in the forest will gladden your 
heart." 

With these words his wife filled Vishvantara with desire to start his journey But 
first he prepared to give away all his wealth to the indigent. 

In the king’s palace, news of the banishment had caused great alarm, and the 
mendicants were almost beside themselves with sorrow and grief. As though 
intoxicated or mad, they lamented: "Alas! Injustice is awake and Virtue asleep or 
dead-Prince Vishvantara has been banished from his kingdom! Earth herself has 
become unfeeling! They have chopped down her foster-child, that refreshing 
shade tree, that provider of fine fruit, yet she does nothing. How can she feel no 
shame? 

"They have blocked off our well of sweet water, pure and cool! The guardians of 
the world are falsely titled, or else they do not exist, their names mere sounds! 
Who could be so malicious and so opposed to life itself that they would destroy 
our means of livelihood, we who are harmless, who survive only by begging?" 
But now Vishvantara appeared before them to give away his wealth. 

And so the prince bestowed on the mendicants the contents of his treasury, 
which was filled to the brim with gold and silver and precious stones of priceless 
value. Then came stores of goods and grains, crammed to overflowing, slaves 
both male and female, beasts of burden, carriages, clothes, and more. All of this 
he distributed according to the merit of the recipients. 

Finally, after paying his respects to his grief-stricken parents, he mounted his 
royal chariot, and with his wife and children took leave of the capital. The streets 
were as noisy as on holiday, as hundreds of people cried lamentations, following 
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him out of love and affection, shedding tears of sorrow. Only with the greatest 
difficulty did Vishvantara make the crowd turn back. Totally calm and clear, he 
took his last view of the outskirts of the city with its charming gardens and 
groves; then taking the reins, he turned toward the direction of Mount Vanka. 

The crowds on the roads thinned out, and soon the chirping of crickets told the 
prince that the forest was near at hand. Groves of trees began to appear, and 
herds of antelope could be seen running in the distance. And then, as if by 
chance, a group of brahmans drew near. Approaching the prince, the 
mendicants asked the prince for the horses that drew the chariot. 

Although he was undertaking a journey of many miles without attendants, 
although he was burdened with his family, Vishvantara nonetheless rejoiced at 
this opportunity for giving. Without a care for what would follow, he joyfully gave 
his four horses to the beggars, and fastening the harness tightly around his 
waist, he began to pull the chariot himself. But before he could move, four young 
yakshas in the shape of red deer appeared suddenly out of a thicket, and like 
well-trained horses took up the burden themselves. 

"Behold the extraordinary power of those who live in the blessed groves, home of 
the ascetics," said the Bodhisattva. "Their feelings of loving kindness toward 
guests have even taken root in the beautiful deer!" But Madri, staring at the 
lovely beasts with joy and surprise, answered: "This is rather a result of your own 
virtuous accomplishments. Even the great practitioners are not your equal. When 
the shining reflection of stars in the water is surpassed by the luster of the 
laughing night lotuses, do you look to the flowers for the cause, or to the beams 
of the radiant moon?" 

As they continued to speak sweet words of affection, another brahman came 
near and asked the Bodhisattva for his royal chariot. And the prince, as 
indifferent to his own comfort as he was a loving kinsman to all beggars, fulfilled 
the brahman’s wish, joyfully he asked his family to dismount from the chariot, and 
gladly presented the vehicle straightaway to the brahman. The prince took Galin, 
the boy, in his arms, and continued on his way, while Madri, also free from 
distress, carried the girl Krishnagina, and followed by his side. 

With gracious hospitality, the trees of the forest stretched out their fruit-filled 
branches to the Bodhisattva as if he were a welcome guest. Paying homage to 
the strength of the merit manifesting before them, the trees bowed like obedient 
disciples as he came into view. And when the Bodhisattva longed for water, lotus 
ponds appeared, sprinkled with pollen white and reddish brown shaken from 
flowers by wings of swans. As clouds spread their beautiful canopy and cool, 
perfumed winds blew softly, his path was shortened by yakshas who could not 
bear to see his labor or weariness. In this way their journey was transformed into 
a most leisurely stroll in a pleasure garden. 

At last Mount Vanka came into view, and, shown the way by foresters, they 
climbed to the groves of the ascetics. There they found a lovely spot, encircled 
by a river of purest blue and blessed by a cooling fragrant breeze and an 
abundance of smooth-barked trees bedecked with brilliant flowers and luscious 
fruit. Birds singing lusty songs, many kinds of deer, and troops of strutting 
peacocks made the spot even lovelier. In the center of the grove was a hut 
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covered with leaves, beautiful to behold and comfortable in every season, built 
by order of Shakra himself. 

In this garden, in the company of his beloved wife, enjoying the sweet prattle of 
his children, never thinking of the cares of royalty, the Bodhisattva devoted 
himself wholeheartedly to spiritual practices for fully half a year. 

Then, one day, when the princess had gone to seek roots and fruit and the 
prince had remained at the hermitage watching the children, there appeared 
before him an old and tired brahman who had been sent by his wife on an urgent 
errand to acquire servants to do her work. His feet and ankles were stiff with the 
dust of his journey, his eyes and cheeks were sunken with weariness, and he 
bore on his shoulder the waterpot of mendicants. 

Catching sight of this beggar, the first he had seen in so long a time, the 
Bodhisattva rejoiced. With sparkling eyes and smiling face, he went to greet the 
brahman. He welcomed him with kind words and then led the old man to his 
hermitage, where he treated him with the respect due a guest. The prince then 
asked the brahman: "What, kind sir, has brought you to this forest?" 

The brahman, virtue and shame forgotten in the blind love he held for his wife, 
impatient to ask and obtain what he had come for, replied: "Where there is bright 
light and an even road, it is easy to travel. But in this world the darkness of 
selfishness prevails, so that no others would respond to my request. The fame of 
your heroic almsgiving has travelled all over the world, and so I have come all 
this way to beg from you. Give me both your children to be my servants." 

And the Bodhisattva, that Great Being, accustomed to always giving joyously, 
and never having learned to say no, bravely and without hesitation said that he 
would give both his dear children to the brahman. 

"Bless you!" said the brahman. "We will go now!" But the children, having 
overheard their father, began to weep in great distress. So strong was the love of 
the Bodhisattva for his children that he became heartsick with despair. "I have 
given the children to you-but their mother is not at home. She went to gather 
roots and herbs in the forest, and will not return until evening. Let her see them 
one more time, neatly arrayed as they are now; let her kiss them goodby. You 
may rest the night here, and tomorrow you may take them away." 

But the brahman replied: "Now things are changing! Women are beautiful, 
women are persuasive. She will hinder your resolve; I do not wish to stay here 
any longer." 

"Do not think in that way," the Bodhisattva replied. "My wife will not obstruct this 
gift. She shares my practice. Do as you please, great brahman, yet consider this: 
How can these children be satisfactory servants? They are young and weak and 
have never done work of that nature. 

"But if the king of the Shibis, their grandfather, should discover them in bondage, 
he would give you as much money as you desired in order to redeem them. If 
you take the children to his realm, you will win much wealth while walking in the 
path of virtue." 

"No," said the brahman, "I have no intention of going near him. Such an offer is 
sure to anger him: He would be no more worth approaching than a snake. Surely 
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he would have the children torn from me by force, and probably punish me as 
well. No, I shall take them to my wife. She needs servants to wait on her." 

"Then, as you will," said the Bodhisattva. And, after gently instructing the little 
ones on how to act as servants, he took the brahman’s waterpot and tipped it 
over the brahman’s outstretched hands, thus ratifying the gift. Water poured from 
the pot as tears fell from his eyes, eyes now the color of dark red lotus petals. 

Overcome by the success of his greed, and charged with excitement, the 
brahman mumbled a short phrase of benediction. Then, with a harsh command, 
he ordered the children to go before him. But unable to bear the grief of 
separation, the weeping children embraced their father’s feet, crying: "Please do 
not give us away while Mother is gone! Do not let us go until we can say 
goodbye!" 

The brahman thought: "Once the mother returns, all is lost; if I do not leave this 
instant, in fact, the father’s love will cause him to repent." And so with a vine he 
tied the children’s hands as if they were a bundle of lotuses, and began to drag 
the children away with him, threatening them all the while. Krishnagina, the girl, 
never having experienced a moment’s distress, cried out to her father: "This cruel 
man is hurting me, father! He is no brahman! Brahmans are virtuous people. He 
is an ogre in disguise! Once he gets us away, he will eat us! Why are you letting 
this ogre take us away, father?" 

And Galin the boy cried: "The beatings of this brahman are not nearly so bad as 
never seeing my mother again. My heart is broken. When she comes back to find 
us gone, the hermitage empty, she will weep and weep, like the raindrop bird 
whose babies were killed. She has gone to the forest to pick fruit and gather 
roots-when she returns to the empty hut, what will she do? 

"Here, Father, take our toy horses, elephants, and chariots. Give half to mother, 
to comfort her. Tell her goodbye for us and don’t let her cry, for it will be hard for 
us, father, to ever see you and our mother again. 

"Come Krishna, let us go. Father wishes us to be this brahman’s servants and 
has given us away. What does it matter even if we die?" 

Then they were gone. The Bodhisattva, though his mind was shaken by these 
heart-rending cries, had not moved from where he was seated. He told himself 
over and over again that it was not right to regret having given, but his heart 
burned with grief, and his mind grew troubled and numb as if clouded with 
poison. But soon the gentle fanning of the cool wind helped him recover his 
senses. 

Seeing the hermitage empty and silent, he said to himself in a voice choked with 
tears: 

"How did he avoid piercing my very heart when taking my heart from me? That 
foul shameless brahman! How can they make such a journey, barefoot and 
tender? They are too young to bear such hardship. How can they be servants of 
that man? Who will comfort them when they are tired and weary? Who is there to 
help them when they feel hungry and thirsty? If this sorrow strikes even me, 
steadfast and firm, what will they feel, brought up in ease? 

"Alas! This separation from my children burns my mind like the hungriest fire! But 
who, following the path of virtue, could repent a gift once given?" 



 
 

75 

During this time, Madri had been disturbed by ill omens. Disquieted by her 
intuition, she had been attempting to return as quickly as possible with her fruits 
and roots to the hermitage. But her path was blocked by ferocious animals, and 
she was forced to take a long and circuitous route. 

When her children failed to greet her at the usual place, when she failed to see 
them where they were accustomed to play, her uneasiness increased. Fearing 
the worst, anxious and distressed, she searched everywhere, calling out their 
names, but there was no reply. Full of grief, she cried: 

"A hermitage resounding with the shouts of my children seemed to me a busy 
village; now when I do not see them it seems to me a frightening wilderness. 
Perhaps they have fallen asleep, tired from too much playing? Or maybe they 
are lost somewhere in the thicket? But perhaps in childishness they grew 
annoyed that I was so long in coming and are only hiding? 

"Yet why are the birds no longer singing? Have they been witness to some awful 
mischief? Or could my young ones have fallen into that rapid stream, and been 
carried away by the dashing current? 

"May my suspicions prove groundless! May the prince and children both be safe 
and well! May these feelings of foreboding find fulfillment on my own body! But 
why then is my heart heavy with sadness at the mere thought of my chil dren? 
Why is my heart wrapped in this shroud of sorrow, like a stone about to sink? 
Why are my limbs so weak? My eyes grow dim-why does this very grove seem 
to spin about?" 

Reaching the grounds of the hermitage, she put down her baskets of fruit and 
approached Vishvantara. Performing the usual salutation, she asked for the 
children. But the Bodhisattva knowing well the strength of a mother’s love, was 
powerless to answer. Indeed, one who is kind finds it supremely difficult to bring 
suffering to another who is hoping against hope to receive pleasant news. 

Then Madri thought: "His misery and silence can only mean one thing: 
Something terrible has happened to the children." In a daze she stood 
completely still and once more let her eyes search the hermitage; then in a voice 
broken with tears, she said: "I do not see my children. And you say nothing. Alas! 
Your silence speaks some great evil." 

The sorrow piercing her heart completely overpowered her, and like a vine 
violently severed, she suddenly collapsed. The Bodhisattva, preventing her from 
falling to the ground, carried her in his arms to a grass couch where, sprinkled 
with cold water, she soon recovered her senses. 

"I did not say anything, my Madri," he said, "for how can one expect firmness 
from a mind weak with love? A brahman suffering from old age and poverty 
came to me, and I gave him both our children. Be content and do not mourn. 

"Look at me, Madri. Do not look for the children. Do not cry. Do not strike my 
heart again, for it is already pierced by the arrow of sorrow. When asked for my 
life, would I be able to withhold it? Think of this, my love, and rejoice at the gift I 
have made." 

Hearing that her children were still alive, her suspicion of their death removed, 
Madri soon recovered from her fright. She was wiping away her tears in hopes of 
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strengthening her husband’s resolve when, looking up, she beheld a sight that 
filled her with amazement: 

"0 wonderful! 0 strange! The gods have been swept away by admiration for your 
heart, which is forever untouched by selfish feelings. Listen to the drums of the 
gods, echoing in all directions with a hymn the heavens have composed to 
celebrate your glory! 

"The earth shakes, trembling in exultation; the mountains heave with joy! Golden 
flowers, like lightning, are falling from heaven and illuminating the sky! 

"Let us then put aside this grief and sadness. What you have done in charity 
should only brighten your mind. Become once more the well of benefit to all 
creatures, a giver as before." 

Now the surface of the earth being shaken, Sumeru, the brilliant jewel-covered 
Lord of Mountains, began to tremble-so that even Shakra, Lord of the Gods, 
became curious and asked the cause of such disturbance. The Guardians of the 
World, eyes wide with amazement, told him the story of Vishvantara. And 
Shakra, moved by joy and surprise, went to visit the prince the very next day, 
after first taking on the appearance of a brahman. 

As was his custom, the Bodhisattva showed the brahman the hospitality due a 
guest, and then asked what had brought him to the hermitage. "Give me your 
wife," said Shakra. "The virtuous never stop giving until the oceans run dry. For 
this reason I ask you for that woman there, who has the features of a goddess. 
Give her to me." 

And still the Bodhisattva maintained his firmness of mind by promising his wife to 
the brahman. Taking Madri’s hand with his left hand, holding the waterpot with 
the right, he poured water on the hand of the brahman-and so poured the fire of 
grief on the heart of the demon Mara who rules the realm of desire. 

No anger rose in Madri’s breast, nor did she weep, knowing her husband’s 
nature. But her eyes remained fixed on him as she stood as rigid as a statue, 
stupefied by this fresh burden of suffering. 

Beholding this scene, Shakra, Lord of the Gods, was touched by the most 
profound admiration, and he cried out: "Oh, the wide distance that separates the 
virtuous from the wicked! Could anyone without the purest of hearts even begin 
to believe this extraordinary sacrifice? To cherish a loving wife and children, yet 
to give them up to the vow of detachment-is it possible to even conceive of such 
nobleness? 

"Once your glory is spread throughout the world by the tales of those devoted to 
your virtues, the brilliant reputations of others will pale beside yours, as even the 
brightest stars disappear in the splendor of sunlight. Your superhuman qualities 
are resoundingly applauded by all of the yakshas, the nagas, and the gods, 
including even Shakra himself." Shakra then assumed his own brilliant shape, 
and revealed himself to the Bodhisattva. 

"I now return to you Madri, your wife. Where else should moonlight stay but with 
the moon? And do not grieve for the separation from your son and daughter, or 
for the loss of your kingdom. Before long your father will arrive, accompanied by 
both children, and reestablish you in the highest rank, thus providing his kingdom 
with its finest protector." Then Shakra vanished on the spot. 
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And the old brahman, bowing to Shakra’s power, at once led the Bodhisattva’s 
children to the land of the Shibis. When the people and their king heard of the 
extraordinary compassion of their absent prince, their hearts were softened with 
tenderness. Redeeming the children from the hands of the brahman, they went 
on a pilgrimage to Vishvantara, and, after obtaining his pardon, led him back to 
his home to sit in glorious splendor on his royal throne. 

From this story one can see the marvelous behavior of a Bodhisattva. It is clear 
that the distinguished beings who strive for that state must not be despised or 
hindered. This story may also be applied when discussing how to listen to the 
Teachings with attention and when praising the qualities of the Tathagata. 

  

9 - Vishvantara 
A Tale of the Marvelous Behavior of a Bodhisattva. 

 

 
 

In another lifetime, the Bodhisattva was born as the prince Vishvantara, son of 
Samjaya, the king of the Shibis. A virtuous prince, Vishvantara possessed a 
tranquil mind yet was full of energy, was well educated yet free of conceit, and 
though mighty and celebrated was without a trace of pride. Above all else, 
Vishvantara was incredibly generous, constantly giving alms to the kingdoms 
mendicants without question or restraint. He would tour the kingdom’s alms halls 
on a magnificient elephant and provide anybody who asked with whatever they 
desired. 
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But it came to pass one day that a rival king, clouded with hatred, greed, and 
jealousy, devised a treacherous scheme to rob the prince of his royal elephant 
by taking advantage of his charitable nature. The rival king then dispatched a 
group of brahmans to the land of the Shibis who simply asked the prince for his 
mighty beast. Overjoyed to receive such a large request, the prince offered the 
Brahmans the elephant without hesitation even though he was fully aware that 
he was being tricked.  
 

 
 

This act enraged the elders of the Shibi kingdom. They immediately beseeched 
Vishvantara’s father, the great king Samjaya, to banish his son and heir into the 
forest of the ascetics. They stated that he was only fit for spiritual practice and 
that by foolishly giving away the royal elephant, he proved that he was not fit to 
be the heir to the throne. With sadness in his heart, the king agreed, and it was 
decided that the prince take his wife and two children into the woods and not 
return. Vishvantara accepted his fathers decision, proceeded to give away his 
entire treasury to the mendicants, and then began his journey into exhile.  
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At first, the traveling family had with them a horse drawn chariot but before long, 
Vishvantara offered the animals to beggars he met along the path. Witnessing 
that Vishvantara was pulling a heavy chariot on his own, four yakshas disguised 
themselves as red deer, who like well trained horses, relieved the prince of the 
heavy physical burden. This was the first of many auspicious signs in the 
environment during their journey. When they became hungry the trees would 
bend down and offer them fruit. When thirsty, lotus ponds would spring forth from 
the earth. When the air would become hot, clouds would form and create a cool 
breeze. Upon arriving at their destination, the Ascetic Groves of Mount Vanka, 
they were able to build their hermitage in a lovely location.  
 

      

One day however, while the princess had gone to collect food, and the prince 
had remained at the hermitage with their children, a brahman man approched 
and requested that Vishvantara give him the children as servants. The Brahman 
claimed that he needed them to help care for his sick wife. Vishvantara, unable 
to refuse a request for help, agreed. It caused him great inner turmoil as it was 
nearly unbearable to see his beloved children cry for their mother while the man 
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aggressively took them away, but he was steadfast in his generosity. When the 
princess returned and learned of what had happened, the combined grief of the 
couple was so great that it made the earth shake.  

Witnessing this, Shakra, the Lord of Gods, then approached Vishvantara 
disguising himself as another Brahman and requested that he give him his wife 
as a servant. Once again, although distraught, the Bodhisattva was unable to 
refuse. Seeing his infinite generosity and astonishing lack of attachment, Shakra 
decided to reward him. The first old Brahman, bowing to Shakra’s powers, at 
once led the princess and her children back to the land of the Shibis. When the 
people of the kingdom heard of the extraordinary compassion of the absent 
prince, their hearts were softened with tenderness. After redeeming the children 
from the Brahman and obtaining a pardon, the people of Shibi went on a 
pilgrimage to the ascetic woods. They found Vishvantara and led him back to the 
glorious splendor of the royal palace.  

 

Key Events in the Story  

1. A generous king.  

2. Tricked by the greedy.  

3. Generous to a fault.  

4. Rewarded by the gods.  
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