Our Precious Jewel

Carolina Buddhist Vihara

I think back to the first time I visited the CBV. It was a very hot, sticky summer evening in 2007 and I’d driven there in a car that had no air conditioning. I sat in the heat, sweat dripping, waiting in relative patience for a female chaperone to show. None did. Then our kind Bhikkhuni appeared at the side gate and approached the car with water in hand. She offered the water and we introduced ourselves. From the beginning, Bhikkhuni was offering her help and comfort. Since it was apparent that no female would be attending the program that evening, Bhikkhuni took it upon herself to ask a female neighbor if she would be willing to sit in so I and another gentleman who’d shown up could attend the program that evening.

I think back to when I first entered the meditation room and gazed upon the temple shrine. I knew I was in a very special place. Up until that point, I’d been reading lots about Buddhism and studying the teachings of the Buddha but I’d not yet taken refuge. Nor had I taken precepts. That evening, however, I knew that going for refuge was correct for me. I knew I’d found my spiritual path after searching for so long. To have met with Dhamma and to have been fortunate enough to meet our precious Bhikkhuni is the greatest blessing I could have received that night. Since that night, I’ve been coming to the Vihara for evening programs pretty regularly and each time I visit I receive new blessings and new insight into the nature of my own mind. 

Although, admittedly, I sometimes succumb to laziness and do not attend program, even when I know it would be the best thing for me that evening. It’s all too easy to fall prey to the mind that would rather watch TV all evening. But I have to remind myself that such false forms of happiness and satisfaction will never give rise to Nibanna. The most such indulgences can offer is a temporary cessation of manifest suffering. And, in the end, the most we can expect to get out of such indulgences is manifest suffering. This is because when we watch TV for hours on end we are, in effect, seeking happiness from outside our own minds. The Buddha taught that we will never succeed in finding happiness ‘out there’. It’s not inside the TV. It’s not in the bottom of a carton of ice cream. It’s not in any of the other innumerable things we’re attracted to in our everyday lives. True and lasting happiness, Nibbanna, can only be found within one’s own mind.

This is why the Vihara and our Bhikkhuni are so incredibly important for us as lay practitioners. If we attend programs regularly we can begin to train our minds towards true inner peace. Who else in our lives gives us such a wonderful gift? Only our Bhikkhuni provides us with excellent teachings and training in meditation. She is, in fact, very concerned for our well-being and spiritual progress. She does her part each and every day; adhering to the Vinaya, offering both practical help and spiritual guidance. She prays for us and gives us her blessings. She also encourages and inspires us in our everyday lives. Yet, for all she offers us, if we do not do make our own effort on the Path we will be missing the point of the Path. 

We must begin to think of ourselves as “cause-creators”. In other words, we must create the causes for the Vihara and Bhikkhuni to continue to appear to our minds. Perhaps a better way to put this is to say that we should never take this precious jewel for granted. If we do not attend programs and if we do not support our Bhikkhuni then we are not creating causes for either to stick around. If we have any faith at all in the law of cause and effect, we know that our kamma literally creates the world that appears to us. In samsara, there is no certainty. We could wake up tomorrow and the Vihara could be gone. Our Bhikkhuni could have moved away or even worse, passed away. If we do not attend programs and support our Sangha jewel, we do not create the causes for these things to continue appearing to our minds. As such, they could easily slip away from us and we will have lost these great and powerful blessings. 

Consider the very nature of samsaric existence, with all the many forms of rebirth we can take. This time around, due to our virtuous actions in the past, we have attained a precious human life. During this life, we have been fortunate enough to meet with Dhamma and are able to practice, meditate and make progress on the spiritual path. We are also fortunate enough to have met with a kind and caring spiritual guide, our Bhikkhuni. However, if we waste the opportunity we have now we may not find another qualified human life for a very, very long time. 

If we squander this precious opportunity, we could very well find ourselves taking a lower rebirth in the future. At the time of death, we are at the mercy of our own kamma. If we have not prepared for death, accumulating merit and receiving the Buddha’s blessings, we increase our chances of taking lower rebirth. Since this is the case, how can we realistically expect to find another precious human life, complete with all the necessary freedoms and endowments essential to spiritual progress, if we do not now create the causes for such a rebirth? After this life has come to an end and we take lower rebirth as an animal, for example, it will be very difficult to elevate into the higher realms again. 

Animals find very little opportunity to engage in virtuous actions which are the cause of taking higher rebirth. Since an animal rebirth is endowed with little opportunity to engage in virtue, those who find themselves in that realm may remain there for many lives, slowly exhausting their negative kamma until they are finally able to elevate to higher realms. Do we want this for our selves and our families? Or do we want to protect our spiritual evolution by becoming virtuous cause-creators?

Even if we are fortunate to take rebirth as a human being in our next life, this does not guarantee that we will be fortunate enough to meet with Dhamma again. Due to the uncertainty of how our kamma may ripen, we could easily be reborn into a country that outlaws all spiritual paths. Or we could be reborn with severe physical and mental deformities which render us completely incapable of progressing spiritually. Anything is possible in samsara as long as we do not protect our spiritual path and create causes now to ensure that we are able to keep progressing. If we do not take time now to purify our mind of negative potentialities, any of the potentialities could and probably will ripen at the time of death.       

In short, we will get out of our practice what we put into it. And we get out of life what we put into it. This indicates the importance of not simply focusing on this one life alone. We should also be wise enough to look ahead to our future lives and ensure that they will be fortunate ones by creating the causes now, while we have this precious opportunity. Bhikkhuni does her part to help and guide us on a daily basis but she can only help and guide us to a certain extent. We must eventually realize that our ultimate happiness is our own responsibility. Again, the Buddha taught that happiness does not lie outside of one’s own mind. We should be inspiring and encouraging ourselves in our spiritual practice. We should foster a sense of joy and lightheartedness in our meditation. We should abandon the wrong view of our meditation practice as being merely a chore and begin again with the right view of our meditation practice as being the true key to purity of mind and, therefore, the key to lasting happiness.  

We have been granted an excellent Teacher and all the tools we need to succeed on the Path to Nibanna. So why do so many of us neglect our practice and our Bhikkhuni? My best guess is a lack of faith. Without faith, there is no motivation to practice and with no motivation to practice there will be no practice. Even if we show up at the Vihara for a Dhamma talk and meditation but we lack faith, we will only be hearing mere words and closing our eyes while we sit in silence. Without faith, our experience will be dull and lifeless. One of the most effective tools in my personal practice is to generate faith prior to arriving at the Vihara. If I arrive with a mind of faith that sees Bhikkhuni not as an ordinary being but as a synthesis of the Triple Gem my experience takes on an entirely new and powerful meaning. I have faith that she is, in fact, an emanation body of the Buddha, the Buddha Jewel; that her words are, in fact, the Dhamma Jewel and that she is, in fact, the Sangha Jewel. All three are right there in front of me as I listen to the teachings with a strong mind of faith and meditate with a sense of joy and openness. So, our Bhikkhuni can try with all her might to encourage us to come and practice. She can use her own life story to help inspire us to meditate. She can pray many times over for our well-being. But ultimately, the quality of our spiritual progress is determined by our own self-encouragement and inspiration. We must take on this responsibility, for ourselves, our children and, in fact, for the benefit of all living beings.

If we continue to be concerned only with this one life, focusing on amassing material comforts and indulging in the myriad of attractive distractions in the world, we are in essence exclaiming to ourselves and all those around us that we have no faith in the Buddha’s teachings. If we are indeed Buddhists, we naturally develop faith in the Dhamma. If we have no concern for our future lives, or moreover we do not believe that future lives are even a possibility, then we cannot very well call ourselves Buddhists. To take refuge is to affirm our faith in what the Buddha taught. We take refuge actually knowing, not merely believing, that the Dhamma is correct. We acquire this belief in the Dhamma through our own experience in our spiritual practice.  

This does not mean that we should neglect this life altogether and abandon all worldly conveniences and go live in a cave. We should strive, to a certain extent, to live comfortably and keep good nutrition and a healthy body. We need a reasonably substantial material life in order to utilize this precious human life to its fullest potential. The longer we remain in this life, the more time we will have to engage in spiritual practice and further ourselves on the Path. So, that should be our motivation for meeting with comfortable conditions in this life; to live well materially so we can make progress spiritually. If we simply seek to live well materially for the sake of the material alone, we will be making a huge mistake. In these modern times, I believe this is what the Buddha meant by living according to the Middle Way; we should try and balance our material and spiritual lives so they support – not deteriorate - one another. 

Each time I’ve followed my mind of desirous attachment, and have not attended the program when I’ve had the chance, I’ve only ever come to the conclusion that it was precious time wasted. Maybe there was a movie I wanted to see or some other mundane activity I wanted to engage in. In each case, the ‘happiness’ was short lived and I had nothing to show for any it except perhaps the temporary cessation of manifest suffering. That’s all that samsaric pleasures can ever provide and they eventually lead to even more suffering, once we are forced to part with them. Worldly pleasures and indulgences are completely deceptive and offer absolutely no lasting contentment. On the other hand, when I’ve taken time to visit the Vihara and engage in sincere spiritual practice, I’ve only ever left filled with a tremendous sense of joy and well-being. My mind is clear and free from worry. I get along with others in a much more peaceful manner. My day is filled with ease. These are the qualities we really seek in our daily life. This is what we all truly wish for; to be genuinely happy, not to be happy for a short while. These qualities can be found through receiving the blessings of the Triple Gem, the kindness of our Teacher and our own mind of faith.

In closing, I encourage you to take time and make time to let go of attachment to worldly things at least once per week and visit the Vihara; our precious Jewel located right in our own backyard. Come listen to Bhikkhuni’s teachings with a mind of faith and receive the Buddha’s blessings. Protect your practice. Protect your future lives. Do this not only for your own benefit but for the benefit of all living beings. We accumulate a vast amount of merit each time we are present with a loving heart. This merit will ripen and we will most definitely receive every benefit; whether in this life or in the next. Eventually, through consistent practice and effort, we will attain the ultimate happiness; enlightenment. 

Many Blessings,

Craig ( 

