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A NOTE ON GENDER
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About This Book
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Through my radio broadcasting work, I have discovered that nothing captures listeners’ attention or gets a response quite like a good story. It was this observation that gave me the idea of retelling some of the Jataka Tales—ancient narratives, which are believed to have been told by the Buddha himself. My aim was to make the tales more accessible, not just to Buddhists but to everyone—and particularly to children. The collection of twenty stories in this book is the result, and I hope that you enjoy sharing them with your child.

In today’s world, most people are used to experiencing stories through media such as radio, film, and TV. In contrast, through the tales in this book, I hope to offer you the opportunity to take on the active mantle of storyteller. By engaging with the tales and reading them aloud with or to your child, you can create a powerful intimacy and set sail together into a world of wonder and imagination—sharing sights, sounds, and, indeed, many feelings along the way. The stories have been especially chosen so that they will offer both you and your child valuable insights into the wisdom of the Buddha, and they are told in a way that makes this wisdom both easy to understand and fun to explore and assimilate with your child.
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The tales are aimed at children ranging from six to ten years of age. However, you are the best judge of when your child will benefit from them, as every child’s rate of development varies. At the start of each story, there is a vibrant full-page illustration of a key scene from the tale, which helps to bring the action to life for your child so that they can associate with the settings, characters, and events as you progress through the narrative. All the stories start in a similar way: your child is asked to relax, be still, and listen carefully. This is to promote a focused yet tranquil state of mind in which they will be particularly receptive to listening, absorbing information, thinking creatively, and allowing themselves to be transported into the tales. This state will also encourage them to drift off to sleep after being read to at bedtime.
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The tales can simply be enjoyed as entertaining stories. However, each one also subtly conveys a host of valuable Buddhist lessons, from which the reader or listener can draw anything that seems relevant to them. And to help you, as a parent, an essential Buddhist value is highlighted at the end of each tale—as a starting point for further discussion with your child if you so wish. These messages provide words of advice on themes such as compassion, generosity, and impermanence, all of which are listed in the “values and issues” index on pages 140–44.
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Before you read the stories, it’s best to read the book’s introductory section. Pages 8–13, written for parents and children to read together, give background on the Buddha and his teachings; pages 14–23, aimed mainly at parents, discuss the needs of children and how the stories can address these needs; and pages 24–5 present a short relaxation exercise for you to do with your child before a reading session.
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In the concluding section of the book (pages 134–9), you will find guidance on the benefits of gently introducing your child to the Buddhist practice of meditation, including three fun visualizations. I wish you and your child a pleasant and fruitful journey together.





Who Was the Buddha?
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The Buddha was a spiritual teacher from ancient India and the founder of Buddhism. His real name was Siddharta Gautama, and accounts of his life and teachings were passed down by word of mouth until they appeared in writing around 400 years after his death.

Not much information is known about the life of the Buddha, and what little there is has, over the centuries, become mixed with myth. However, it is said that he was born a prince of the Sakya tribe of Nepal in around 566 BC. As a child, Siddharta was troubled by the very same thoughts and fears that we all have today. He was worried by topics such as, “Why do things change?”, “Why do we grow older?”, and “Why do people get sad?” In his late twenties, he is said to have begun to see that the wealth and luxury provided by his royal position could not bring him real happiness, so he left his home and family to look for the meaning of life and the key to contentment by living simply and trying out the teachings and philosophies of his day.

For six years he wandered from place to place, living plainly. He studied with great masters and learned how to meditate (see pages 22–3 and 134–7), but still he felt unhappy. Then, one day, he decided to sit in meditation underneath a great tree, called the bodhi tree, and stay there until he found the answers he sought. After many days of deep meditation, he experienced an amazing flash of insight during which he came to understand the cause and true nature of human “suffering”, and how to prevent it: he became what is now known as “enlightened”.
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In fact, the name Buddha is a title which comes from the Sanskrit word budh, meaning “to understand”, or “to be awakened”. Buddha can therefore be translated as “someone who has awakened to the truth”.
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For the rest of his life, the Buddha journeyed around India teaching others the way to enlightenment, a journey which came to be known as the Dharma (the Path). Gradually, he gathered a group of followers, who became known as the Sangha (the Community). One important aspect of Buddhist practice was that the Buddha encouraged the Sangha to think for themselves. He directed them not to follow his teachings just because he said so, but to test them for themselves. And he taught people from all walks of life.

Although the Buddha died at the age of 80 in around 486 BC, his teachings have lived on. His last words are said to have been: “Impermanent are all created things. Strive on with awareness.” And the Buddha, Dharma and Sangha—known as the Three Jewels or Three Refuges—are still at the heart of Buddhism today.


May all beings be well.

May all beings be happy.

May all beings be free from suffering.

TRADITIONAL BUDDHIST BLESSING







What Is Buddhism?


[image: Images]

There are around 350 million Buddhists in the world today, including a growing number of Westerners. Buddhism gradually became popular in India during the fourth century BC before spreading slowly to other countries in the Far East: northward into Nepal, Bhutan, China, Mongolia, and Japan, and southward into Thailand, Myanmar, Vietnam, Laos, and Indonesia.

Many different forms of Buddhism have developed in these places over the centuries, and they vary according to the culture and customs of each country. However, the Buddha’s basic teachings remains the same wherever people follow Buddhism. The most important ideas include believing in non-violence, being understanding about and tolerant of differences, and having a strong sense of compassion.

The Buddha taught that we have to understand the nature of life before we can improve our lives and become happier, so he formulated The Four Noble Truths. These give guidelines for developing ourselves and encourage everyone to strive for enlightenment, a state he believed could be achieved by all human beings. They are:


	Suffering (or struggling) is part of everyone’s life

	The cause of our suffering is our own greedy mind, which constantly wants “more” and “better”

	Suffering can be overcome

	We can overcome suffering by following the steps of The Eightfold Path
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The Eightfold Path involves:
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	Developing a deep understanding of The Four Noble Truths to inspire us to engage with the rest of the Path

	Making a commitment to self-improvement

	Speaking in a kind and truthful manner

	Developing “right action” through behaving with compassion toward others

	Earning a living without harming any being

	Banishing negative thoughts to conquer ignorance and desires

	Encouraging wholesome thoughts, because all that we say and do arises from our thoughts

	Developing and strengthening the depth of our concentration



Another set of training principles, known as The Five Precepts, encourages us to take more responsibility for our actions. They are:


	I resolve not to take life

	I resolve not to steal

	I resolve not to mistreat others

	I resolve not to tell lies

	I resolve not to indulge in excess
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As you will see when you read the stories in this book, a central theme of Buddhism is that every action we take, every word we say, and even every thought we have, has a consequence. They all affect not only other people but also ourselves. The Buddha called this notion karma—we reap what we sow. This means that we need to apply thought and make wise decisions in everything we say and do, because anything unkind will come back to us. And since Buddhists believe in rebirth—that we each live many lives—actions in one life are likely to affect what we can become in future lives, if not in this one. Buddhists know that if they act kindly and wisely, they will eventually become enlightened and reach nirvana, a state of perfect peace and happiness.
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Another important core teaching in Buddhism is that we find the greatest happiness in life when we dedicate ourselves to becoming loving and compassionate—toward both ourselves and others. The Buddha called this love metta, or universal loving-kindness.

So, how do Buddhists put all these teachings into practice? Generally, daily routine for a Buddhist involves some kind of meditation (see pages 22–3 and 134–9) with the aim of bringing more peace and harmony not only into their own lives but also into the lives of others. Monks and nuns, who in Eastern Buddhism have shaved heads and wear robes, may spend most of their day in meditation—whether in temples or in front of shrines, both of which usually contain one or more statues of the Buddha. Buddhists bow and make offerings to these figures, not as an act of worship, as, say, a Roman Catholic prays in front of a statue or a picture of Jesus, but because his image reminds them of their true potential. However, there are also many Buddhists in both the East and West for whom Buddhism is simply about having a certain attitude to life. And it is this compassionate, peaceful, loving, wise, and selfless attitude to life that this book encourages you to develop in your children.




THE SIX PERFECTIONS

When a Buddhist’s heart and mind are fully inspired by metta (see left), they are said to be a bodhisattva—someone who delays their own enlightenment to help others to reach the same state. The bodhisattva follows the path of The Six Perfections, which are a set of positive qualities that we can all benefit from cultivating in our own lives. As with the other Buddhist teachings mentioned on pages 10–12, they are explained here to help you and your child to pinpoint them in the stories that follow.


	Dana: the wish to give freely to everybody without exception for no reward

	Sila: learning to act in kind and ethical ways

	Ksanti: the quality of patience and the ability to remain calm, particularly in troubled times

	Virya: enthusiastic effort, which promotes the strength and diligence necessary to progress on the bodhisattva path

	Dhyana: concentration or meditation, which involves developing the mental ability to stay focused in order to make our actions more effective

	Prajna: wisdom, not only intellectual understanding, but also gaining a direct insight into the true nature of reality











Why We Need Buddhism Today


Modern life can, at times, be rife with stress—whether about work, relationships, money, or a whole range of other matters. Fortunately, ancient Buddhist teachings can help us to deal with this stress by encouraging us to infuse our all-too-often hectic, goal-driven lives with more of a sense of peace, love, and compassion.

And it’s not just adults who suffer from stress and anxiety. Children, too, have to cope with all sorts of stressful issues from an early age these days—for example, peer pressure, academic expectations, bullying, and family breakdown. This means that the wise words of the Buddha can be just as beneficial for them, encouraging them to have a positive approach to life’s problems and helping them to find a calm place inside themselves whenever they need it—a safe inner refuge.

Buddhist principles can also help to prevent us and our children from falling into the modern trap of always “wanting more”—as if external “things” in themselves, whether toys, clothes, or whatever else, are going to bring happiness. In contrast to such materialism, Buddhism teaches that children, like adults, will only develop into truly happy, well-rounded individuals by looking inward and appreciating the wonder of their own existence.
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Another Buddhist tenet that is particularly relevant today is that we should be mindful of and appreciate every single, precious moment—as each is gone in the blink of an eye and no two are ever quite the same. This teaching not only encourages our
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