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Cover Image And Interior
Text Notes:

 


The cover image is a
GIMP-adapted file from the collection of public domain photographs
at the Wikipedia website. The cover-image layout and the interior
text formatting were done with LibreOffice. Cambodian Buddhist
castings and sculptures of the Hindu god Bramhá can be found not
only in Southeast Asia, but also, serendipitously, at Caesar’s
Palace in Las Vegas. It seems I am not the first Buddhist to import
the Hindu gods into his faith, nor am I the first to assert that
there may be just a touch of divinity in all our silliest
illusions. As the first volume of these stories notes, we might vow
to save all living beings, but we shouldn’t vow to do it so quickly
that we risk permanently ruining the beautiful illusions that
Bramhá so shrewdly created. Yes, there is a reason that the best
representations of Bramhá always include a smirk. (GIMP is an
advanced, free, open-source image-processing software. LibreOffice
is a full-featured, free, open-source office-suite
software.)
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Holier Than The World
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“Sir, I would like to join this monastery.”

 


 “Why?”

 


“Because the world is so corrupt.”

 


“Do you think living here would make you holier than the
world?”

 


“Yes, I think so.”

 


“Then come back when you view the world as the Body of
Buddha.”

 


“If I viewed the world as the Body of Buddha, why would I want
to live in a monastery?”

 


“I've been asking everyone here the same question. If you gain
some insight on the matter, please let us know.”

 



Paradise
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The Grand Mufti had grown irritable.
Whenever he began to instruct his followers on spiritual matters,
they would constantly interrupt him with entreaties to describe
Paradise. Whenever anyone brought up the subject of Paradise, the
Mufti would simply reach for his sword. This was the only way to
silence the inquiries.

 


One day the Mufti came before the full
assembly and called out, “Whoever loves God because he has promised
us Paradise, raise your hands toward Heaven!”

 


A great roar came from the assembly as
the over-whelming majority of people raised their hands, shouting
for joy.

 


The Mufti shouted back, “Whoever would
love God if there were no Paradise, raise your hands toward
Heaven!”

 


Only five hands went up. The audience
glowered at the five and they quickly put their hands back
down.

 


The Mufti hollered, “Only the last
five will go to Paradise!”

 



The Executioner
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A dynastic government had a
long-standing requirement that executioners be Buddhists of
unimpeachable character. A certain Tien Chan had recently been
appointed executioner of a provincial city due to his excellent
citizenship and letters of recommendation from his Buddhist
minister.

 


Every day, before going to the prison
to discharge his duties, Tien had two daily rituals. First he
burned some incense and recited sutras at the crack of dawn. Then
he diligently practiced chopping things in half with his broad
sword.

 


When he arrived at work, he was told
who was to be dispatched. Most often all that was called for was
one swift swing of Tien's broad sword. As far as anyone could tell,
there was no time for the condemned man to feel any
pain.

 


“Another one to the Pure
Land,” Tien would say with a hardy smile.

 


One day, as Tien was visiting a local
merchant, he was confronted by a college student who was training
to be a politician.

 


“Has anyone told you how
inconsistent you are? First you take a vow of non-killing in order
to be a Buddhist, then you take a vow to execute anyone the Emperor
tells you to. How can anyone be a good Buddhist
executioner?”

 


“If you ever speak to the
Emperor the way you’re speaking to me,” assured Tien Chan, “the
government will have me personally resolve the paradox for
you.”

 



The Voidness School
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“I was reading in a
Buddhist History book that there was a sect in China called The
Voidness School. What did they teach?”

 


“They taught the
insubstantiality of all forms.”

 


“That's not much
fun.”

 


“Not for you.”

 


 "Why did they call their
religion The Voidness School?”

 


"Because they saw the emptiness of all
names.”

 


“How may I seek
Voidness?”

 


“Voidness is itself the
extinction of all seeking.”

 


“Are people happy when they
reach the Void?”

 


“They are
awakened.”

 


“Have you personally
experienced Voidness?”

 


“I experience it each time
you visit me.”

 



A Question About Shiva
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A distraught Zen student rushed into
the Master’s quarters without setting an appointment. Instead of
beating him, the Master was extremely gracious and said, “Son, why
don’t you sit down and join me for some tea.”

 


The student attempted to pretend he
had regained his composure, but at last he blurted out, “Sensei, I
am very perplexed about something. I keep turning it over and over
in my mind and I can't make any sense of it.”

 


“Is that so?” said the
Master gently. “Well, why don’t you tell me what’s troubling
you.”

 


“I had a very uncomfortable
conversation with a philosopher yesterday.”

 


“What did he tell
you?”

 


“He said that the god Shiva
will destroy the world. Then he explained that Brahma would
re-create it, Vishnu would sustain it, and finally Shiva would come
along and destroy it again. He claims this pattern simply repeats
itself for eternity.”

 


“I'm afraid it’s true,” the
Master said softly, “but don't go telling people or they'll turn it
into a doctrine.”

 


“Why would the gods do this
to us?” inquired the student anxiously.

 


“They do it out of
love.”

 


“What! The gods arrange to
have us destroyed over and over again for eternity! What kind of
love is that?”

 


The Master replied,
“Exactly the kind of love you
need.”

 



The Purpose of Life
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A visitor asked Sensei, “What is the
purpose of life?”

 


Sensei replied, “Are you
listening?”

 


 The visitor said, “I
don't think you heard my question.”

 


Sensei replied, “I don't think you’re
listening.”

 



The Avatar
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Quite a clamor was building around a
certain Hindu priest in a neighboring province. His teachings and
practices seemed indistinguishable from any other ordinary Brahmin,
and he made no special claims for himself. He mostly tended to his
small congregation, rarely issuing public statements and declining
offers to go on speaking tours.

 


This state of affairs was
common among the superstitious villagers. Once some simpleton got
it into his head that this or that person was a Manifestation of
God-On-Earth, there was no talking him out of it. Depending on the
persuasiveness of the particular sycophant who began spreading
these rumors, the buzz could spread far and wide through countless
chatty villages in no time at all. An unsuspecting priest might
find himself surrounded by ten thousand pilgrims, all seeking a
personal blessing.

 


One day as the priest came
back from his duties at the local shrine, he was besieged by a pack
of reporters. “Sir, are you really an Avatar, a World Savior?”
“Sir, Sir, can I have just a moment alone with you?” “They say your
eyes glow like green lanterns in the dark. Can you show us
tonight?”

 


Seeing instantly what had transpired,
the Brahmin said, “I have no statement for you now. I am preparing
to meet my family for dinner. Tomorrow night I shall address your
most important questions at the town square.”

 


By the next evening,
thanks to stories in the regional newspapers, the town square had
become jammed with some forty thousand people. The local government
threw together a stage and rented out a public address system. The
leaders of the community organized a festival to take place before
the main event. The local people took the day off work and went to
the town square to watch the dancers, storytellers, yogis and
singers enact the great Hindu epics. Open-pit grills were
improvised, and the smell of smoking vegetables and vats of tea
filled the air. As the sun began to set, torches were lit and the
intensity of the crowd grew to a fevered pitch.

 


The mayor of the town gave a long
speech and introduced many dignitaries. Ceremonial awards were
given out to schoolchildren and junior athletes. In a last-minute
decision to carry the Avatar’s address live, a national television
network arrived and set up cameras.

 


Just after twilight the mayor
introduced the Avatar himself. The diminutive Brahmin looked small
on the large stage in front of the immense crowd. From one camera’s
angle he looked a bit hunched-over and frail.

 


“Good people of the
Province,” he started. “Perhaps I am, as you say, an Avatar. But
let me make it clear to you what an Avatar is, according to my
humble understanding. A Manifestation of God-On-Earth is one who
takes human form and wields the power to save the world. This
planet has been blessed with a long line of Divine Incarnations.
Ramakrishna and Jesus Christ come immediately to mind. But note
that the power to save the world is not the obligation to save the
world. In fact, if we look around us, we can plainly see that after
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of Divine Incarnations, not one has
elected to save the world. Now I shall do it. I hereby declare that
you shall all be transformed into Avatars hence-forth. Therefore, I
command you to look to no other man or woman for salvation. You are
salvation itself.”

 


The forlorn crowd quickly disbanded
and the reporters went home for good.

 



Not Broke Yet
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A prominent businessman began seeing
our Abbot about a year ago due to a looming financial
crisis.

 


“Sensei,” he’d say, “I’m
going broke. My business is going bankrupt.”

 


“But your business is a
corporation. Its bankruptcy is separate from yours,” shot back the
Abbot. “If you are not personally filing for bankruptcy, then
you’re not broke yet.”

 


After sitting through a particularly
arduous meditation session a few months later, the businessman
tugged on the Abbot’s arm and said, “I’m going to have to file for
personal bankruptcy. They’re foreclosing on my house. I think I’ve
had it.”

 


“But the bankruptcy
Trustee will still let you keep several months’ salary in the
bank,” replied the Mater, “so you’ll have more than enough to pay
rent and keep your car running.”

 


About a week ago this same businessman
made a personal appointment with our Abbot. He entered the Zendo
just as the Abbot was cleaning the altar. The Abbot was in the act
of dusting off a statue of Kannon Bodhisattva when the businessman
fell to floor in front of the altar, reduced to tears by his
financial condition.

 


“My bank account is now
completely empty. My wife has left me. My family has lost faith in
me and refuses to help.”

 


Upon hearing this the Abbot produced a
crisp, new thousand-dollar bill and put it in front of the
supplicant’s face and said, “You're not broke yet.”

 


The businessman rose to his feet in
consternation. “I can’t take that kind of money from you. That may
be your life savings for all I know. Besides, where does a Buddhist
monk go to get a thousand dollars?”

 


“That’s easy,” chuckled
the Abbot, “I’ve been stealing twenty dollars a week from your
jacket for the last year.”

 



Awaiting The Messiah
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The Rector was leaving his office to
go home for the evening. As he passed by the front lawn of the
Cathedral to go to his car, he noticed several members of his
Episcopal congregation seated on blankets, eating out of picnic
baskets and occasionally looking furtively at the horizon toward
the sunset. Although he was very ecumenical in his outlook, he was
surprised to see an odd collection of Jews and Muslims also seated
on the lawn. A few had put up tents and were unrolling sleeping
bags.

 


“May I ask,” the Rector
said curiously, “to whom do we owe the honor of such a grand
interfaith gathering?”

 


The Sunday school teacher
said with child-like enthusiasm, “Rabbi Ben Judah has predicted the
Messiah would come tonight, some time after sunset. We heard it on
his Prophecies of The Torah radio show.”

 


The Rector arched his
eyebrows, sat himself on the grass with his parishioners and their
guests and said, “Then I suppose I have no choice but to wait with
you. I had promised to take my wife out to dinner, but I’m sure
she’ll understand my canceling our dinner on account of the Messiah
coming.”

 


The sun set completely and the
dark-blue twilight descended over the Cathedral grounds. A few of
the parishioners broke out their guitars and taught some hymns to
the visitors. Someone with a propane stove set up a marshmallow
roast and a good time was had by all. One could hear a few of the
teenagers popping open a beer can or two, but no one bothered to
criticize them.

 


Around midnight the encampment became
very quiet. The Rector used this opportunity to move near the
propane stove so all present could see his face. “Friends, the Lord
has just sent me a word.”

 


“Speak it, Reverend,” a
few of the parishioners said.

 


“I’ve realized there might
be a day even more important than the day the Messiah returns to
Earth,” proclaimed the Rector.

 


“What day is that?” the
choir leader asked.

 


 The Rector solemnly said,
“The day we return to Earth.”

 



The Three Precepts

 


Return To Table
of Contents

 


“I take up the way of not
killing. I take up the way of not stealing. I take up the way of
not speaking falsely.”

 


It was a time of unrivaled chaos
throughout the countryside. Two warlords were competing for control
of the government. Law and order had broken down completely and
murderous bandits roamed the highways. Monks were being slaughtered
like lambs because it was well known among criminals that no good
Buddhist would defend himself. In fact, each monk had taken a vow
of not killing under any circumstances. This meant any group of
traveling Zen students was an extremely soft target.

 


Since Sensei was a
charismatic and sought-after lecturer, he was on the road much of
the time. I had the dangerous honor of accompanying him. I was his
scribe and recorded all of his talks. Inevitably we were cornered
by a hulking, rogue Samurai with a long, thick sword that glistened
in the sun as he waved it at our throats.

 


“Oh how I have been
waiting for this moment, for another chance to dispatch you
cowardly half-men with no honor. You fools — taking a vow not to
defend yourselves. Who do you think you’re kidding with your
quivering pretense of holiness?”

 


There was no answer, at
first.

 


“I see,” continued the
rogue Samurai, “so you don’t deem me worthy of a response. That’s
typical of you religious hypocrites. What a pleasure it will be to
put you out of your misery. We shall see where your Buddhas and
Bodhisattvas are then.”

 


Sensei listened very patiently with a
tired and bored look on his face. I felt my heart pounding its way
out of my chest. After the bandit concluded his speech, I thought
the cutting was to begin. Sweat poured off my face, and the moment
seemed to last forever.

 


“Is that all you have to
say?” replied the master sullenly.

 


The Samurai grunted angrily and raised
his sword high in the air. But before he could start his downswing,
Sensei produced a small revolver, no larger than the palm of his
hand, and emptied it into the torso of the bandit. The Samurai fell
straight back and hit the ground with a sonorous thud, still
tightly gripping his sword.

 


In shock, I shouted at Sensei, “What
about the three precepts! Have you forgotten the first one! I can’t
believe I’ve wasted ten years following such a teacher! Where did
you get that gun?”

 


“I got it from my Master,”
replied Sensei.

 


“What?” I asked, as I
tried futilely to regain my composure.

 


“Like all good monks,”
said Sensei, “I took the three precepts in my initiation ceremony.
But after the ceremony was done and the guests had all enjoyed a
hearty meal, the Master approached me privately in a hallway behind
the Zendo. He said, ‘Listen, sometimes the precepts are impossible
to follow.’ Then he handed me this revolver and made me promise to
tell no one of its existence.”

 


“So you’re telling me you
and your master don’t believe in the first precept!” I
exclaimed.

 


“Maybe not,” he whispered
back. “And I’m not so sure about the other two either.”

 



A Zen Addict
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Our Master was a petite woman with a
beguiling face. At first many of the monks fell in love with her,
but she soon put a stop to that.

 


“I hear that many of you
seekers are continuing your practice of Zen in hopes of gaining
certainty and validation. If you want certainty and validation, I
suggest you take your sorry asses over to the Episcopal Church down
the road. I hear Christians deal in that sort of thing.”

 


Far from being insulted by our
Master’s remarks, I decided to take her advice. The Episcopal
Priest was unorthodox in her approach. In order to promote her
non-traditional views, she would host a different guest speaker
each week, mostly other liberals of renown.

 


Upon receiving the weekly church
program, I became very disturbed to see that next week’s speaker
was a widely-reviled radical theologian. In spite of his being
hated by traditionalists, he always drew a large crowd. The
progressives came to see him to have their rebellious ideas
confirmed; and the orthodox types came to see him out of morbid
curiosity. Either way, the cash-strapped church could restore its
coffers by selling expensive tickets to see him preach.

 


The thing that most upset me was that
he was a well-known drug addict. The list of illegal and dangerous
substances he ingested on a daily basis was shocking to me. Why
hadn’t he been defrocked and laughed out of the ministry? Why was
the minister debasing the congregation by inviting him in? The
whole idea sickened me and so I went to see our Master in hopes of
gaining some perspective on the matter.

 


“Sensei,” I said
anxiously, “the Episcopal minister you sent us to is having that
drug-addict theologian come to speak at the church next week. This
cannot be in accord with our teaching?”

 


“Has anyone ever said that
Zen Buddhism cures drug addiction?” she snapped.

 


“No,” I
replied.

 


“Then it stands to reason
there will be some Zen drug addicts. Probably there are some
Christian drug addicts too. You should see what this man has to
say.”

 


More confused than ever, I dragged
myself to the meeting. The high cost of the tickets did not help my
mood any.

 


Much to the delight of everyone, the
radical theologian was entertaining and funny. He seemed to grasp
the whole of the religious quest, knew every pitfall along the way,
and somehow took the edge off of what was a very uncertain time for
many of us. I must confess the experience was absolutely
transcendental.

 


But just as he was concluding his
speech, the visiting speaker collapsed on stage, falling flat on
his face. An off-duty physician rushed forward and tried to
resuscitate him, but concluded, “There’s no heartbeat. He’s stopped
breathing. You'd better call the coroner.”

 


I was simply incensed at this turn of
events, and I was angry at myself for being swept up in the mania
of this man’s charisma. I stepped forward and looked down at the
dead man’s body, then looked up at the resident
minister.

 


“This is the karmic
justice we deserve for bringing in this drug user to lead our
service. What would an addict know about God?”

 


“I’ll show you what!” she
replied. Looking down at the physician, she ordered, “Doctor, roll
the corpse over!”

 


As the body was turned over, the face
of the speaker was revealed. The eyes were wide open and wild with
ecstasy. The frozen smile was that of a man leaping with life. The
bright overhead lights reflected the sweat that had been dripping
from his brow.

 


The minister faced me and
said, “In the deepest throes of addiction, even in the clutches of
death itself, this man’s face is glowing with the fire of the Holy
Spirit. You will count yourself lucky if your life or your death
are half as glorious.”

 



Panhandlers

 


Return To Table
of Contents

 


“Both panhandling drug
addicts and itinerant holy men often have shaggy hair and worn
clothing, also they appear unemployed and are frequently seen
begging for money. How can I tell which is the saint and which is
the fraud?” wondered a visitor.

 


The Master said, “If you have the Eye
of the Dharma, you can tell them apart from a mile away. If you
don’t have the Eye of the Dharma, you’ll think you know that the
monk is not a drug addict and that the panhandler is not a saint.
Because all of your actions are scripted and not in tune with the
Tao, you are led about by conventions and cannot make decisions in
accord with cosmic awareness.”

 


“What,” inquired the
visitor, “is the systematic way of daily discipline required to
gain certain access to the Tao, so that we might logically proceed
to know the truth without undue risk?”

 


“Such a way,” asserted the
Master, “has never existed in all the three worlds. To attempt to
live in such a way, contrary to the great steam of the Universe, is
likened unto an athlete trying to master the ocean by swimming in
tsunamis. He is not forbidden to try, but we cannot pretend to be
shocked at the outcome.”

 



The Perfect Prayer
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One morning a Hassidic Rabbi was
approached by an Elder of the congregation who asked, “Rabbi, what
is the perfect prayer?”

 


The Rabbi turned to his desk, opened a
drawer and pulled out an index card. “I have written these up for
anyone who asks.”

 


The Elder took the card and read
it:

 


“Dear God, I renounce all
previous requests for the health, prosperity, or long life, for
myself, my family, or my friends. I further renounce all such
future requests made on my behalf.”

 


“I see,” said the Elder,
“so you’re saying we should only ask for spiritual
salvation.”

 


“No,” replied the Rabbi,
“that would be an insult to God.”

 


“How could that be?”
inquired the Elder.

 


“Because,” the Rabbi
answered, “that would imply God hadn’t already saved
you.”

 



His Holiness
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Sensei had flagrantly violated the
strictures that forbade Abbots from dating their students. This
caused an uproar in the temples all over town. When confronted with
the outrage over this matter, Sensei would say, “My only regret is
that I didn’t do it sooner.”

 


One night as he was dining with his
illicit consort, she said, “Sensei, I am rather irritated with the
Tibetan Buddhist who attends our meditation class.”

 


“Are you referring to the
painfully serious one?” asked the Master.

 


“Yes,” she said. “This
person always refers to her Guru as: His Holiness.”

 


“Pretty creepy, isn’t it?”
the Master said softly.

 


 She smiled and asked,
“What would you do if we started calling you His Holiness.”

 


“I would rather drown in
my own vomit than hear such a thing!” he proclaimed.

 



Shiva At The Door
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A Sanskrit scholar spotted the old
Brahmin sipping tea in a downtown café.

 


“Hail, Guru!” barked the
Sanskrit scholar.

 


“Must you call me that?”
snapped the old Brahmin.

 


 ”What?” objected the
Sanskrit scholar. “Now you don’t like your job title?”

 


“I don’t like your job
title either,” said the old Brahmin.

 


“Listen, old man,” replied
the Sanskrit scholar, “I have theological question.”

 


“Couldn’t you ask someone
else?” replied the old Brahmin.

 


“If Shiva is the
all-destroyer,” said the Sanskrit scholar, “wouldn't we be better
off to worship some other god?”

 


“But Shiva is also the
rebirth of the world and the Absolute Reality beyond creation and
destruction,” replied the old Brahmin.

 


“Slick preaching, old
man,” chided the Sanskrit scholar. “But I just read that Shiva is
also manifested in the man who murders.”

 


“Perhaps the gods are a
bit moody at times,” acknowledged the old Brahmin.

 


“What if we suspect a
murderer is at our front porch?” said the Sanskrit scholar. “Shall
we seat him at our table and serve him dinner, since he’s an
incarnation of Shiva, or shall we insult Shiva by refusing to open
the door?”

 


The old Brahmin stood up indignantly
and left the café without answering the question.

 


The Sanskrit scholar walked to the
door and shouted down the street at the old Brahmin, “Hail,
Guru!”

 



Their Fatal Mistake
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A young woman in our town had died an
unspeakably horrible death. Sensei was called to an ecumenical
meeting to discuss how the community might come to terms with this
tragedy.

 


The Southern Baptist Minister said,
“Only the Bible could have saved this woman. Our failure to follow
Christian scripture is to blame for this catastrophe.”

 


The Fundamentalist Muslim
Cleric retorted, “Had we made the Koran the law of the land, people
would have thought twice before taking the liberties that led to
this woman's untimely end.”

 


An Orthodox Buddhist
Priest noted, “All that's left to do is face the Law of
Impermanence. Once we see the passing nature of all life, we need
not grieve any longer.”

 


The Religious Science Minister
asserted, “These things come about because of negative thoughts.
Had the woman simply claimed her Divine Right to Prosperity,
nothing bad could have happened to her.”

 


Sensei, who had been staring at his
shoes the whole time, looked up and observed, “When I reflect on
all that’s been said here today, I realize our wounds can never be
healed.”

 


“That’s a terrible thing
to say!” countered the Religious Scientist. “Have some faith in
life!”

 


“We have a profound
responsibility to the community we serve,” added the Southern
Baptist Minister. “Everyone in this town looks to us for
guidance.”

 


“That,” said Sensei, “is
their fatal mistake.”

 



Breaking Out of Prison
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“Sensei, I'm a sex
addict.”

 


“Who cares?”

 


“People see me with a
different woman every week.”

 


“They probably find that
quite amusing.”

 


“No, they don’t. They see
my whole spiritual life as a hypocritical joke.”

 


“I like jokes. Can you
tell me another?”

 


“Sensei, how did you
finally learn to be faithful to your wife?”

 


“Who said I was
faithful?”

 


“Everyone can plainly see
that you wouldn’t dare commit adultery.”

 


“Darn, I must be losing my
edge.”

 


“Seriously, how were you
finally able to settle down?”

 


“I lived every delusion to
the fullest until the truly empty nature of every vice was
exposed.”

 


“How can I make myself see
the truth in these matters?”

 


“You can't force yourself
to see anything?”

 


“Sensei, how may I escape
my illusions.”

 


“The chances of breaking
out of prison are remote. You must wait till the Warden lets you
go.”

 


“How can I get out of jail
sooner?”

 


“I recall attending the
parole hearing of a young Buddhist man who took to robbing banks.
The Parole Board members asked him why his jail term should be
reduced. He replied: Even if you let me out, you won’t be setting
me free. Wherever I go, I’ll bring the prison with me.”

 



Ashoka’s True Love
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The majority of the monks at Ashoka's
monastery were celibate. Ashoka never required them to take vows of
chastity, but most of them preferred to avoid the controversy that
surrounded other monks who’d been rumored to have love affairs. The
fact that Ashoka did not make celibacy an actual requirement at his
monastery came to the attention of the regional authorities. A
delegation of three administrative monks and two officials of the
prefecture came to the temple gate to discuss the
matter.

 


The residents of the
monastery greeted the delegation warmly. A vegetarian lunch was
prepared and green tea was served. Everyone was seated in front of
low-rise tables placed on thick mats. Several of Ashoka’s highest
ranking monks also seated themselves in a semicircle behind the
delegation. Many formal gestures and bows ensued, followed by long
conversations about the general state of affairs of their sect.
Someone smuggled in a large sake bottle, and everyone smiled very
solemnly as small cups of the intoxicant were passed around without
comment. The delegation members disapproved, but decided to hold
their tongues in an attempt to save their political capital for the
main issue.

 


Toward the conclusion of the long
evening, a somber tone of respectful severity came over the room.
The high-ranking monks and the assistants to the delegates fidgeted
with restraint in elated anticipation of the prospect of witnessing
a high-level disagreement. The delegates possessed the official
authority to give direct orders to Ashoka, but they were hoping to
come to an amicable agreement as Ashoka’s monastery was by far the
largest and wealthiest in the entire sect.

 


As the tension in the room reached a
crescendo, the leader of the delegation cleared his
throat.

 


“Dear Revered Ashoka,” he
began hesitantly, “regretfully, I must interrupt this most cordial
gathering with a bit of official business. I hope you will forgive
us if the matters at hand are a bit awkward in nature.”

 


“Awkward matters are a
specialty of mine,” quipped Ashoka. “Speak your mind
plainly.”

 


“How is it,” the
delegation leader ventured, “that you give your monks unfettered
sexual license?”

 


“I neither grant nor
revoke licenses,” replied Ashoka.

 


Unable to hold back his righteous
anger any longer, the delegation leader snapped, “Don’t play word
games with me! Our order is founded on discipline. If you have no
intention of disciplining your monks, we will do it for
you.”

 


Ashoka, a man not known for exuding
the virtue of self-effacing humility shot back, “You go back to
headquarters and tell your superiors that no one disciplines us!
Interfere with our monastery and you’ll find my high-ranking monks
will have your jobs after the next convention.”

 


Seeing the truth of Ashoka’s remarks,
the delegation leader cleared his throat again and said, “If you
will not prevent your students from certain sexual liberties, then
perhaps you might explain to us what good could possibly come of
monks engaging in romantic love.”

 


Ashoka leaned back against
some pillows, gazed out of an open window, heaved a heavy sigh and
chuckled lightly. He said:

 


“There was once a monk
named Mahabhakti who belonged to a priestly order that required
absolute chastity. It then stood to reason that the monks in that
monastery were known far-and-wide for their madcap sexual exploits
and absurd debauchery.

 


“Mahabhakti was a bit more
ordinary than his cohorts, having only one lover, to whom he was
fully devoted. As for alcohol, he never touched a drop.

 


“At one point Mahabhakti
began to get suspicious of his lover. She had asked him several
times if he had been faithful to her. He eventually saw this ploy
for what it was, a vain attempt to keep her own affair secret by
creating a diversion. Her fraudulent cross-examinations were beyond
silly because anyone who knew Mahabhakti at all was perfectly aware
of his unwillingness to carry off even a small betrayal.

 


“His suspicions were
confirmed when he followed his lover for several hours one evening.
He observed her running excitedly into her other man’s arms. She
was clearly enthralled by her new lover. Her mannerisms lacked all
the usual reserve and propriety that she displayed around
Mahabhakti. Instead, she was like a schoolgirl who loved blindly
and unconditionally. In all the years he had known her, he had
never seen anything like this. Mahabhakti had to face the truth.
She loved this new
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