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The Buddha
and Business

During the seventeen years from 1981 to 1998, I had the honor of working with Ofer and Aya Azrielant, the owners of the Andin International Diamond Corporation, and the core staff of the company to build one of the world’s largest diamond and jewelry firms. The business was started with a $50,000 loan and only three or four employees, including myself. By the time I left to devote full time to the training institute I had founded in New York, our sales were in excess of 100 million U.S. dollars per year, with over five hundred employees in offices around the world.

During my time in the diamond business, I led a double life. Seven years before joining the trade, I graduated from Princeton University with honors, having previously received the Presidential Scholar Medallion from the President of the United States at the White House, and the McConnell Scholarship Prize from Princeton’s Woodrow Wilson School of International Affairs.

A grant from this school allowed me to travel to Asia, for study with Tibetan Lamas at the seat of His Holiness, the Dalai Lama. Thus began my education in the ancient wisdom of Tibet, which culminated in 1995, when I became the first American to complete the twenty years of rigorous study and examinations required to earn the ancient degree of geshe, or master of Buddhist learning. I had lived in Buddhist monasteries both in the United States and Asia since graduating from Princeton, and in 1983 taken the vows of a Buddhist monk.

Once I had gained a firm foundation in the training of a Buddhist monk, my principal teacher—whose name is Khen Rinpoche, or “Precious Abbot”—encouraged me to enter the world of business. He told me that, although the monastery was an ideal place for learning the great ideas of Buddhist wisdom, a busy American office would provide the perfect “laboratory” for actually testing these ideals in real life.

I resisted for some time, hesitant to leave the quiet of our small monastery, and nervous about the image of American businessmen in my mind: greedy, ruthless, uncaring. But one day, after hearing my teacher give an especially inspiring talk to some university students, I told him I would agree to his instructions and seek a job in business.

Some years earlier I had had something of a vision at the monastery during my daily meditations, and I knew from that time what business I would choose to work in: It would surely involve diamonds. I had no knowledge of these gemstones, and frankly no attraction whatsoever to jewelry; neither had any of my family ever been involved in the trade. So, like the innocent Candide, I began visiting one diamond shop after another, asking if anyone would be willing to accept me as a trainee.

Trying to join the diamond business this way is a little like attempting to sign up for the Mafia: the raw diamond trade is a highly secretive and closed society, traditionally restricted to family members. In those days, the Belgians controlled the larger diamonds—those of a carat or more; the Israelis cut most of the smaller stones; and the Hassidic Jews of New York’s Diamond District on Forty-seventh Street handled the majority of the domestic American wholesale trade.

Remember that the entire inventory of even the largest diamond houses can be contained in a few small containers that look a lot like ordinary shoe boxes. And there is no way to detect a theft of millions of dollars of diamonds: you just put a handful or two in your pocket and walk out the door—there is nothing like a metal detector that can spot the stones. And so most firms hire only sons or nephews or cousins, never an odd Irish boy who wants to play with diamonds.

As I remember, I visited some fifteen different shops, asking for an entry-level position, and was summarily thrown out of each of them. An old watchmaker in a nearby town advised me to try taking some courses in diamond grading at the Gemological Institute of America in New York; I’d be more likely to get work if I had a diploma, and might meet someone in the classes who could help me.

It was at the institute that I met Mr. Ofer Azrielant. He was also taking a class in grading very high-quality diamonds, known as “investment” or “certificate” stones. Distinguishing an extremely valuable certificate diamond from a fake or treated stone involves being able to spot tiny holes or other imperfections the size of a needle point, while dozens of dust motes land on the surface of the diamond, or on the lens of the microscope itself, to parade around and confuse things. So we were both there to learn how not to lose our shirts.

I was impressed immediately by Ofer’s questions to the teacher, by how he examined and challenged every concept presented. I determined to try to get him to help me find a job or even hire me himself, and so struck up an acquaintance. A few weeks later—the day I finished my final exams in diamond grading at the New York labs of the GIA—I made up an excuse to get into his office and ask him for a job.

By great good luck he was at that moment just opening a branch office in America, having already founded a small firm in Israel, his home. So I talk my way into his office and beg him to teach me the diamond business: “I’ll do anything you need, just give me a try. I’ll straighten up the office, wash the windows, whatever you say.”

And he says, “I don’t have any money to hire you! But tell you what, I’ll talk to the owner of this office—his name is Alex Rosenthal—and we’ll see if he and I can split your pay between us. Then you can do errands and things for us both.”

So I start as an errand boy, at seven dollars an hour, a Princeton graduate dragging through steamy New York summers and winter snowstorms on foot, uptown to the Diamond District, carrying nondescript canvas bags filled with gold and diamonds to be cast and set into rings. Ofer, his wife Aya, and a quiet, brilliant Yemeni jeweler named Alex Gal would sit around our single rented desk with me, sorting diamonds into grades, sketching new pieces, and calling around for customers.

Paychecks were few, often delayed while Ofer tried to talk his London friends into some more loans, but soon I had enough to buy my first business suit, which I wore every day for months. We often worked past midnight, and I would have a long trip back to my little room at a small monastery in the Asian Buddhist community of Howell, in New Jersey. In a few hours I would be up again and back on the bus to Manhattan.

After our business had grown a bit, we moved uptown closer to the jewelry district proper, and took the brave step of hiring a single jewelry craftsman, who sat alone in the big room that was our “factory,” making our first diamond rings. Before long I was trusted enough to get my wish, to sit down with a parcel of loose diamonds and start sorting them into grades. Ofer and Aya asked me if I would take responsibility for the newly formed diamond purchasing division (which at the time consisted of myself and one other person). I was excited at the opportunity, and plunged into the project.

One rule my Tibetan Lama had given me about going to work in a normal business office was that I keep quiet about being a Buddhist. I was to wear my hair at normal length (rather than shaved), and dress in normal clothes. Whatever Buddhist principles I used in my work had to be applied quietly, without any announcement or fanfare. I was to be a Buddhist sage on the inside, and a normal American businessman on the outside.

And so I set about trying to run the division by Buddhist principles, without anyone knowing it. Early in the game I established an understanding with the Azrielants: I was responsible for managing every aspect of the Diamond Division and realizing a healthy profit on the stones; and in return I had complete authority over hiring and firing, over pay and raises, over the hours my people worked, and who took which responsibility. I only had to deliver the product on time, and with a good profit.

This book is the story of how I built the Diamond Division at Andin International, using principles culled from the ancient wisdom of Buddhism, from nothing into a worldwide operation generating many millions of dollars per year. I did not do so alone, nor were my views the only ones we followed, but I can say that the majority of the decisions and policies in our division during my tenure as vice president were driven by the principles you will find in this book.

What, in a nutshell, are these principles? We can divide them into three.

The first principle is that the business should be successful: that it should make money. There is a belief prevalent in America and other Western countries that being successful, making money, is somehow wrong for people who are trying to lead a spiritual life. In Buddhism though it is not the money which is in itself wrong; in fact, a person with greater resources can do much more good in the world than one without. The question rather is how we make the money; whether we understand where it comes from and how to make it continue to come; and whether we keep a healthy attitude about the money.

The whole point then is to make money in a clean and honest way, to understand clearly where it comes from so it doesn’t stop, and to maintain a healthy view toward it while we have it. As long as we do these things, making money is completely consistent with a spiritual way of life; in fact, it becomes part of a spiritual way of life.

The second principle is that we should enjoy the money; that is, we should learn how to keep our minds and bodies in good health while we make the money. The activity of creating wealth should not exhaust us so much physically or mentally that we cannot enjoy the wealth. A business-person who ruins his health doing business is defeating the very purpose of business.

The third principle is that you should be able to look back at your business, at the end, and honestly say that your years of doing business have had some meaning. The end of every business enterprise we engage in, and in fact the end of our lives, must come to every person who ever does business. And at the most important part of the business—at the end, when we are looking back on all we have achieved—we should see that we have conducted ourselves and our business in a way that had some lasting meaning, that left some good mark in our world.

To summarize, the goal of business, and of ancient Tibetan wisdom, and in fact of all human endeavor, is to enrich ourselves—to achieve prosperity, both outer and inner. We can enjoy this prosperity only if we maintain a high degree of physical and mental health. And over the length of our lives we must seek ways to make this prosperity meaningful in a larger sense.

This is the lesson of what we accomplished in the Diamond Division of Andin International, and it is a lesson which can be learned and applied by anyone, whatever his or her background or beliefs.





Goal One
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Making

the Money




Chapter 1
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Where the Wisdom
Comes From
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[image: ] In the ancient language of India, this teaching is called the Arya Vajra Chedaka Nama Prajnya Paramita Mahayana Sutra.

In the language of Tibet, it is called the Pakpa Sherab Kyi Paroltu Chinpa Dorje Chupa Shejawa Tekpa Chenpoy Do.

In the English language, it is called The Diamond Cutter, a High Ancient Book from the Way of Compassion, a Book which Teaches Perfect Wisdom. [image: ]



What makes this business book different from any other you have ever read? It’s the source of what we have to say here: an ancient book of Buddhist wisdom called The Diamond Cutter. And the lines above are how the book starts out.

Hidden in The Diamond Cutter is the ancient wisdom that we used to help make Andin International a company with sales of over $100 million per year. It’s good to know a little about this important book at the beginning, to recognize the role it has played throughout the history of the Eastern half of our world.

The Diamond Cutter is the oldest dated book in the world that was printed, rather than being written out by hand. The British Museum holds a copy that is dated A.D. 868, or about 600 years before the Gutenberg Bible was produced.

The Diamond Cutter is a written record of a teaching given by the Buddha over 2,500 years ago. In the beginning, it was passed down by word of mouth, and then—as writing first developed—it was inscribed onto long palm leaves. These were durable fronds of palm on which the words of the book were first scratched, using a needle. Then charcoal dust was rubbed into the scratches left by the needle. Books that were made this way are still to be found in southern Asia, and remain quite legible.

The loose palm leaves would be kept together in one of two ways. Sometimes a hole would be bored with an awl through the middle of the stack of leaves, and a string passed through to keep the pages together. Other books were kept wrapped in cloths.

The original Diamond Cutter was taught by the Buddha in Sanskrit, the ancient language of India, which we guess is about four thousand years old. When the book reached Tibet, about a thousand years ago, it was translated into Tibetan. Over the centuries in Tibet it has been carved onto woodblocks, and printed onto long strips of handmade paper by coating the block with ink and then pressing the paper with a roller against the block. These long strips of paper are stored in bright cloths of saffron or maroon, a throwback to the days of the palm leaves.

The Diamond Cutter also spread to other great countries of Asia, including China, Japan, Korea, and Mongolia. Over the last twenty-five centuries it has been reprinted in the languages of these countries countless times, and its wisdom passed down in an unbroken lineage, from the lips of the teachers of each generation to the ears of the students of the next. In Mongolia, the book was considered so important that every family would keep a copy carefully preserved on an altar in their home. Once or twice a year, the local Buddhist monks would be asked to come to the home and read the text out loud to the family, in order to impart the blessing of its wisdom.

The wisdom of The Diamond Cutter is not easily won. The original teaching, like so many teachings of the Buddha, is cloaked in highly mystical language that can only be revealed by a living teacher, using the great explanations that have been written over the centuries. In Tibetan we have three of these older explanations, ranging in age from about sixteen centuries old to a mere eleven hundred years.

More important, we have recently located another commentary on the work, one which is much more recent, and much more easy to understand. During the last twelve years, a group of colleagues and myself have been engaged in the Asian Classics Input Project, dedicated to preserving the ancient books of Tibetan wisdom. Over the past thousand years, these books have been kept in the great monasteries and libraries of Tibet herself, protected from war and invaders by the great natural wall of the Himalayan Mountains. This all changed with the invention of the airplane, and in 1950 Tibet was invaded by Communist China.

During the invasion and subsequent occupation—which continues today—over five thousand libraries and monastic colleges holding these great books were destroyed; only a handful of the books were carried out by refugees making the dangerous journey on foot over the Himalayas near Mount Everest. To get a feeling for the destruction, imagine that some powerful country has attacked the United States, and burned almost every single college and university, and all the books in all their libraries. Imagine that the only books left are those that have been carried out in their hands by refugees, journeying on foot for the several weeks or months it would take to walk to Mexico.

The Input Project has trained Tibetan refugees in camps in India to type these endangered books onto computer disks; they are then organized on CD-ROM or the Web, and distributed without charge to thousands of scholars around the world. So far we have saved about 150,000 pages of wood-block manuscripts this way, going to the far corners of the world to locate the books that never made it out of Tibet.

Deep in a dusty collection of manuscripts in St. Petersburg, Russia, we were fortunate enough to find a copy of a wonderful explanation of The Diamond Cutter brought back to Russia by early explorers who visited Tibet. This commentary is called Sunlight on the Path to Freedom, and it was written by a great Tibetan Lama named Choney Drakpa Shedrup, who lived from 1675 to 1748. Coincidentally, this Lama comes from the Tibetan monastery where I completed my own studies: Sera Mey. His nickname, over the centuries, has been “Choney Lama,” or the “Lama from Choney,” an area in east Tibet.

Throughout this book we will be using the original words of The Diamond Cutter, along with the text of Sunlight on the Path to Freedom. This is the first time that this important explanation has ever been translated into English. Along with the selections from these two great works we will include explanations that have been passed down orally throughout the last twenty-five centuries, as I received them from my own Lamas. Then finally we will add actual incidents from my own life in the arcane world of the international diamond business, to demonstrate how the secrets of this ancient wisdom can make your own work and life a more certain success.


Chapter 2
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What the Name of the Book Means
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The title of The Diamond Cutter itself contains a great degree of secret wisdom, and before we actually get into how to reach success with this wisdom, we might do well to discuss its meaning. We turn first to Choney Lama’s own explanation of the long title:


The root text here begins with the words, “In the ancient language of India, this teaching is called the Arya Vajra …” The equivalents for each of the Sanskrit words in the title are as follows. Arya means “high,” and vajra means “diamond.” Chedaka is for “cutter,” while prajnya stands for “wisdom.”

Param means “to the other side,” while ita means “gone”—the two together meaning “perfection.” Nama means “called.” Maha stands for “greater,” referring to “compassion,” and yana means “way.” Sutra translates as “ancient book.”



The most important word here, for explaining how to succeed in business and in life, is “diamond.” Diamonds represent, in the ancient Tibetan way, a hidden potential in all things: This is usually referred to as “emptiness.” A businessperson who is fully aware of this potential thereby understands the very key for attaining success, both in financial and personal terms. We will explain this potential with much more detail in the following chapter; for now, it’s enough to know that the potential in all things resembles a diamond, in three important ways.

Pure diamond is, first of all, about the closest thing to an absolutely clear physical substance. Think of a large pane of glass; for example, the kind we use in a sliding glass door which leads to an outside patio. Viewed from the front, the glass looks completely clear—so clear that on occasion visiting neighbors have been known to walk through such panes and break them. Viewed down the length of the pane though, this and most other kinds of glass have a deep green color. This color represents the accumulative effect of a tiny bit of iron impurities spread throughout the glass, and is most obvious when looking through a thick mass of glass.

Pure diamond though is different. In the trade we grade the value of diamonds first by their lack of color—completely colorless diamonds being the most rare and valuable. A totally colorless diamond we rate as “D,” itself sort of a historical mistake. When the modern system of diamond grading was being invented, many different competing systems already existed. The letter “A” was widely used to represent a very fine or colorless diamond, and then second-best stones were called “B,” and so forth down the alphabet.

Unfortunately each company’s idea of what “A” and “B” and so on represented was different, and of course this could lead to a lot of problems for customers. One firm’s nearly colorless “B” could be another company’s medium-yellow “B.” So the designer of the new system just decided to start over farther down the alphabet—and he called the best or most colorless stone a “D.”

Look through a windowpane made of a D-color diamond (if a diamond this big could ever exist) and it would look totally clear. Look down the length of a D-color diamond windowpane, and it would look just as clear. This is the nature of something which is totally pure or clear. If there were a wall of diamond several feet wide between you and another person, and if no light were reflecting from its surface, you couldn’t see the diamond at all.

The hidden potential for success found in The Diamond Cutter is just like this pane of diamond glass. It is all around us, at all times; every object and person around us contains this potential. And it is this potential which, if harnessed, leads to certain personal and business success. The irony of our lives is that, even though this potential imbues every person and thing around us, it is invisible to us: We simply cannot see it. The purpose then of The Diamond Cutter is to teach us how to see this potential.

Diamond is significant in a second way. It is, very simply, the hardest thing in the universe. Nothing that exists can scratch a diamond, except another diamond: By one way of measuring hardness, called the Knoop scale, diamond is more than three times harder than the next hardest natural mineral—a ruby. And diamonds themselves can only scratch other diamonds when the diamond being scratched has a “soft” direction.

This in fact is how diamonds are “cut.” Although a diamond cannot be scratched, it can be “cleaved” or split along a plane like a piece of wood when it’s split by an ax. To cut a diamond, we take small leftover pieces from cutting another diamond—or else we take a piece of raw diamond stone which is not pure enough to make into a gemstone—and we split and crush the pieces into a powder.

This diamond powder is passed carefully through a series of fine sieves or iron mesh until it is very fine, and then stored in a small glass bottle. Next a large flat plate of heavy hardened steel is prepared by scoring: drawing narrow lines across the surface until a network of thin gouges has been created. The wheel is then covered with a fine oil. This is often mostly olive oil, although every cutter has his or her own secret recipe for just the right mix.

The steel plate is affixed to a shaft connected to a motor on a heavy table reinforced with strong steel struts. This is to avoid any kind of vibration when the wheel begins spinning, at hundreds of revolutions per minute. Diamond powder is then sprinkled onto the oil until it forms a gray paste.

The raw diamond often looks no more glamorous than a muddy pebble—a bit of clear crystal ice trapped under a mottled outer skin of dishwater brown or olive green. This skin, if you happen to be having a bad day, can actually extend through the whole stone—meaning you grind halfway down only to discover that the piece of rough diamond you paid so much for is completely worthless.

This pebble is fixed into a small cup called a “dop,” and the dop is attached to a holder which looks like the arm suspended over an old record player. The stone is fixed into the dop with a special glue that will not get soft when the diamond heats up during cutting.

When I first apprenticed to a master cutter, Sam Shmuelof by name, the stone was glued in with a paste made of asbestos and water. As soon as the stone got hot, the asbestos would dry and contract, locking the diamond nicely into the dop. We made the paste by chewing on the asbestos—this was before anyone had realized that even a tiny bit of asbestos can cause cancer, and I remember one cutter who developed a large tumor near his throat this way.

The motor is switched on, and the wheel must be up and spinning without the slightest trace of vibration: Aligning the wheel with some of the older diamond cutting machines would take us hours. Then the cutter sits on a tall seat that looks like a baby’s high chair, and bends over the wheel. He takes the holder with the raw stone stuck on it and touches it very lightly to the flying wheel.

Diamond is infinitely harder than steel, so if the cutter pushes down too hard on a raw stone with a pointed edge it will actually begin to cut through the wheel itself. You swing the stone gently across the wheel, and then flip the holder up to your eye. In your other hand is a cutter’s magnifying glass, called a “loupe.” An experienced cutter is swinging the stone up to his face, checking the progress of the “cutting” (actually grinding) of the diamond, and flipping the stone back down on to the wheel in one smooth motion, several times a minute. It looks a little like a cheerleader swirling a baton.

When you flip the stone up to check it, you brush it against a towel draped across your shoulder; this removes the oil and diamond powder that have collected on its surface. Within a minute or two the wheel has ground a tiny flat spot into the diamond, and this will be your “window” to the interior of the stone. You peer into the window with your magnifying loupe to see if there are any spots or cracks inside, since you will be attempting to position these in such a way that they are ground off, or at least placed as innocuously as possible at the edge of the diamond, while the stone takes shape. A black spot at the sharp tip of a diamond, for example, will be mirrored in the bottom facets of the stone, giving the appearance of a whole family of spots where in fact there is only one—this makes the finished gem worth next to nothing.

This process of looking through the window and trying to imagine exactly how the finished gem will be oriented is much like planning a piece of marble for a sculpture, to take best advantage of natural areas of color and texture. Planning a large stone for cutting can involve polishing a number of windows into the skin, and then studying the stone for weeks or even months, plotting out geometric models that will get the absolute maximum size of stone from the rough.

The little black spots that you sometimes see inside a diamond are most often actually other little diamond crystals that have been caught inside a larger crystal as it grew. Diamonds are ordinary carbon that has been melted by the intense heat within a volcanic pipe, and then kept under extremely high pressure deep within the earth, which alters the raw carbon’s atomic structure into that of diamond. Tiny diamonds can in fact be grown under quite different circumstances, and form for example at the precise point of impact when a meteorite with carbon in it strikes the Earth, blowing out a sizable crater with some tiny jewels at the center.

The cute little “diamonds with a diamond” can appear either as black spots or, if they are aligned along the proper axis, form an invisible pocket inside the rough stone. Either way, they are big trouble for the cutter. They create tiny areas of stress within the stone. When the stone comes down on the wheel and the cutter begins following his or her plan to fashion the edges or facets of the gem, the diamond almost seems to fight the process.

Despite the oil, the stone begins to scream against the steel, with the sound of a Fury. Diamond cutting shops in New York’s Forty-seventh Street Diamond District are most often gray, dimly lit, open rooms on the upper floors of buildings channeling billions of dollars’ worth of diamonds into the United States and out to the manufacturers of jewelry. Imagine row after row of cutters, each bent over his cutting wheel, forcing the flat sides of the diamond down into the steel wheel, each stone screaming like a very bad set of brakes. In the middle of this cyclone of noise sit the cutters, accustomed to the chaos, their eyes at peace, deep in concentration.

The friction between the stone and the wheel builds up so much heat that the rough diamond is soon glowing a deep fluorescent crimson that can give you a burn as nasty as any ember. As the heat hits the pocket of stress surrounding an inner inclusion, the whole stone can explode, flying off the wheel at high velocity, throwing little pieces throughout the entire room. If it is a large stone, you may be watching several hundred thousand dollars go up in bits of diamond sand.

Why is it significant that a diamond is the hardest material in the universe? Think about the idea of something which is the most anything: the tallest, the shortest, the longest, the biggest. Our minds struggle with the concept, because in fact there is nothing so tall that you could not add another inch; nothing so short that you could not snip off a bit of it.

The hidden potential that we have talked about is something which is truly absolute, in a way that no physical thing can be. It is the highest nature that a thing can have, it is the absolute truth of every person and object. The hardness of diamond is in nature the closest that any single object in the universe can come to an absolute: It has the greatest hardness there is. And so a diamond is significant in a second way—as a metaphor for that one thing which is truly absolute.

Now think back to those little bits of diamond sprinkled all over the floor of the cutting factory after a stone has burst off the wheel from within. They are reminders of the third important quality of diamonds. Every diamond is atomically quite simple: pure, unadulterated carbon. The carbon in a pencil lead and the carbon in a diamond are, in fact, exactly the same substance.

The atoms of carbon in pencil lead have bonded together in loosely joined plates, like sheets of shale rock or the layers of a fine pastry. As you draw the tip of a pencil across a piece of paper, these layers sheer off in plates, spread across the surface of the paper. You call it writing with a pencil.

The atoms of pure carbon in a diamond have bonded together in quite a different way, with a perfect symmetry in every direction that prevents any loose plates of material, making a diamond the hardest thing we know of. The interesting thing though is that every diamond, everywhere, is made of the same simple carbon bonded together in the same atomic structure. This means that every tiny sliver of diamond, down to a molecular level, is exactly the same internally as every other piece of diamond.

What’s this got to do with the hidden potential of things? We said before that every single object in the universe—inanimate things like pebbles and planets, and animate things like ants and humans—has its own hidden potential, its own ultimate nature. The point here is that every one of these examples of the potential, every single instance of ultimate nature, is exactly the same as every other. In this sense again, the hidden potential of things—the one quality in things that can bring you both inner and external success—is like a diamond.

And so this is why the name of the book has the word “diamond.” Diamonds are perfectly clear, almost invisible, and the hidden potential of everything around us is just as hard to see. They come very close to being something which is absolute—the hardest thing there is—and the hidden potential in things is their pure and absolute truth. Every sliver of diamond that exists anywhere in the universe is exactly the same stuff as every other one—pure 100 percent diamond—and it is true of the hidden potential of things too that every instance of the potential is just as pure, just as absolute a reality, as every other instance.

But now why do they call the book “The Diamond Cutter”? Some early translators of the work into English in fact left off the second part of the name, not understanding how crucial it was for the meaning of the book.

Here we have to mention, just briefly, that there are two ways of seeing the hidden potential in things, their ultimate nature. One way is to “see” this nature by reading explanations about it such as the one found in this book, and then sitting and thinking hard about the explanation until you understand the potential and can use it. The second way is to go into a deep state of meditation, and “see” the potential this time directly, in your mind’s eye.

Seeing the potential this second way is much more powerful, although the potential can be used successfully by anyone who only understands the principle of it.

Someone who has seen this potential in a direct way understands, shortly afterward, that they have seen something which is ultimate. They search in their minds for something to which they can compare it. The closest thing in our normal world to this ultimate potential, the closest normal thing to being ultimately anything, is the diamond—that one thing which is hardest.

Although the diamond is the nearest thing in the everyday world to something ultimate, it cannot compare much at all to the hidden potential we have been talking about, and which we will describe more fully in the following chapters, for this potential is something truly ultimate. In this sense then the diamond is an entirely inadequate metaphor, and so it is “cut” or outdone by the power of what is really ultimate. And this is why this ancient book of wisdom is called The Diamond Cutter: It teaches about a kind of potential which is even more ultimate than the diamond, the hardest thing, the closest thing to an ultimate in the normal world around us.

If all this sounds a little difficult, don’t worry. The very purpose of The Diamond Cutter is to help us through it. The secret of how things really work, the secret to achieving true and lasting success in our everyday lives and in our business endeavors, is something deep, and not easily seen without effort. But it is certainly worth the effort.


Chapter 3
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How the Diamond
Cutter Came to Be
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We are about to embark on an important journey into completely new territory, ideas about managing your business and your life that have literally never been described in a modern book of this kind. It may help a bit to hear something about where and when this wisdom was actually taught.

To begin we will turn to The Diamond Cutter itself. The time is over two thousand years ago, in ancient India. A rich man, a prince by the name of Siddharta, has been capturing the hearts of the country, much like a man named Jesus, who will not appear for another five centuries. He has grown up in the wealth and luxury of a palace, but after seeing people suffer—after seeing that it is inevitable that we must lose all the things and people in our lives that we hold most dear—he has left the palace on a solitary quest to find out what makes us suffer, and how we might stop it.

And he has reached a final understanding of these things, and begun to teach his path to the people. Many of them have left their homes to follow him, agreeing to live a simple way of life, the life of a monk, free of possessions, clear in their thinking because their minds are free of the burden of having to remember what and whom they own.

Many years later, a disciple recounts how The Diamond Cutter was first spoken. He refers to his teacher, the Buddha, as the “Conqueror”:


[image: ] Once I heard the Buddha speak these words.

The Conqueror was residing at Shravasti, in the park of Anata Pindada at the gardens of Prince Jetavan. In convocation with him was a great gathering of 1,250 monks who were disciples of the first level, as well as an immense number of disciples on the path of compassion—and they were also great and holy beings. [image: ]



“Once I heard the Buddha speak these words” is a common beginning to an ancient book of wisdom, for many were written down long after the Buddha had already passed from this world. People in those days were quite good at memorizing, on the spot, the instructions given by a great teacher.

The word “once” here is loaded with meaning. It refers first to the extraordinary level of intelligence that simple people of ancient India possessed—the fact that they could learn something by heart even as it was spoken, and understand its deepest meanings. The word shows secondly that The Diamond Cutter was taught but once, signifying that the wisdom it contains—the knowledge of what really makes everything tick—is something rare and precious in this world.

Choney Lama, in his explanation of The Diamond Cutter, gives us more background on how and where this great teaching occurred. The boldface print here shows where he has inserted the words of the Cutter itself:


In these words the scene of the teaching is set. The person we hear speaking is the one who put this teaching down into words.

He says first that he heard the Buddha speak the teaching. Once, meaning at a certain time, the Conqueror was residing at Shravasti, in the park of Anata Pindada at the gardens of Prince Jetavan. In convocation with him—that is, together with him—was a great gathering of 1,250 monks who were disciples of the first level, as well as an immense number of disciples on the path of compassion—and they were also great and holy beings.

Now in India there were six great cities, including the one known as “Shravasti.” This particular city was located in the domain of King Prasena Ajita, and contained a particularly beautiful site—the exquisite gardens of one known as Prince Jetavan.

There came a time, several years after the Conqueror attained his enlightenment, when a certain householder by the name of Anata Pindada resolved that he would construct a large, wondrous temple where the Buddha and his followers could live on a regular basis. To this end he approached Prince Jetavan and purchased his gardens by paying him many thousands of gold coins, enough in fact to fill the gardens themselves.

Jetavan as well offered to the Conqueror a parcel of land that had been part of the quarters for the caretakers of the property. In these gardens Anata Pindada, availing himself of the abilities of Shariputra, directed artisans from the lands of both gods and men to construct an extraordinary park.

When the park was completed, the Conqueror—perceiving that Jetavan wished it—named the main temple after him. Anata Pindada, by the way, was a great being who had purposely taken a birth as someone who could act as the Teacher’s sponsor. He had the power to see deposits of precious gems and metals deep under water or below the earth itself, and could utilize these riches whenever he wished.



The point of these opening lines from The Diamond Cutter is significant. The Buddha is about to give his teaching to a group of monks who have decided, much like the disciples of Jesus, to leave their normal occupations and devote their lives to learning his path. But the reason the teaching is happening at all is that powerful people, wealthy people, have appeared to make it possible.

The royalty of ancient India were the driving force in the economic and political life of their countries: They were nothing less than the exact equivalent of the business community in modern Western society. When we speak about the Buddha and Buddhist ideas nowadays, we tend to think of an odd-looking, oriental man with a bump on his head and—if we have seen one of those Chinese statues—a big smile and a big tummy. But think rather of a tall and graceful prince, traveling quietly through the country, speaking with knowledge, conviction, and compassion of ideas that every man or woman can use to succeed in life, and to make this life meaningful.

And think of his followers not just as shaved-head mendicants sitting on the ground cross-legged, chanting om at the wall. Perhaps the greatest masters of Buddhism in ancient times were the royalty, those with the drive and talent to manage entire countries and economies. There is for example a great Buddhist teaching called the “Kalachakra,” or “Wheel of Time”—in the last few hundred years it has been passed down in special gatherings by each of the Dalai Lamas of Tibet. Yet in the beginning it was taught by the Buddha to ancient kings of India, to individuals of extraordinary insight and ability, who in turn taught it to yet other kings, for many generations.

The reason I bring this up here is to address a common misperception about Buddhism in particular, and about each person’s inner spiritual life in general. Buddhism has always taught that there is a time and a place for taking on the life of a secluded monk, for living apart from the world in order to learn to serve the world. But serve the world we must, and to do so we must be in the world.

I was struck during my years in corporate life by the number of leading business figures who revealed to me the extraordinary depth of their own inner spiritual lives. I can think of one in particular, a diamond dealer from Bombay (recently renamed to the more proper Mumbai) by the name of Dhiru Shah. If you glanced at Mr. Shah getting off a plane at Kennedy Airport in New York, your first impression would be of a shortish brown man, bespectacled, with thinning hair and perhaps a shy smile. He would move through the crowd and pick up a small, worn suitcase, then take a cab to a modest hotel in Manhattan, where he would eat for his evening meal a few slices of homemade bread cooked by his wife Ketki and placed in his bag with loving care.

In truth though, Mr. Shah is one of the most powerful diamond buyers in the world, purchasing thousands of stones every day for Andin. And he is, quite simply, one of the deepest spiritual persons I have ever met. Quietly, over the years, he has uncovered for me the wealth of his inner life.

Mr. Shah is a Jain, an ancient faith of India that had its birth in the same era as Buddhism did, over two thousand years ago. We have sat together in the silence of the evening on the cool floor of his neighborhood temple, a simple but exquisite structure of stone, on a quiet corner in the middle of the chaos of Bombay. Priests move quietly before the altar, in the cool darkness of the inner sanctum, their faces bright with the soft light of the small red lamps of oil they light before their god.

Women in soft flowing silken dresses enter in silence, and touch themselves to the ground in reverence, then sit again in silence to pray. Children whisper as they pass from statue to statue, looking up at a thousand holy beings. Businessmen drop their briefcases and shoes at the foot of the steps to the temple, and rise in devotion to the portal, to enter and sit for their own quiet communion with Mahavir.

You can sit there, in the temple, and be with your spirit; you can forget the time completely, forget what day it is or that you have to get up and go home, forget the thousand deals of the day, forget the Opera House.

The Opera House epitomizes the diamond business in India, where some half a million people labor in mud brick homes and multimillion-dollar high-rise offices to cut most of the world’s diamonds and feed them to clients in America, Europe, the Middle East, and Japan. The Opera House is actually just two dilapidated old buildings, one of sixteen stories and the other of twenty-five stories, so named because of a dilapidated old opera house nearby, in the depths of Bombay.

To get into the buildings you drive in a dilapidated car to an incredibly crowded parking lot, and then push your way toward a concrete opening through a crowd of budding diamond dealers, yelling offers and counteroffers to each other and waving dilapidated paper parcels with a few tiny stones in them. Partners in a deal stand facing off against the buyers, pushing their fingers into the palms of each other’s hands in an invisible sign language that indicates how high the price should go before the deal is made.

After struggling your way through the small fry you fight your way through the crowd trying to get into the only dilapidated elevator working today. (It’s always a choice: Take the elevator and risk getting stuck for hours somewhere between floors when the electricity goes out again, or walk up about twenty flights of stairs and arrive with your fresh new shirt soaked with sweat from the Bombay heat and humidity.) Then it’s opening an exotic combination of ancient Indian locks, digital motion detectors, and sophisticated sound sensors to get into the haven of the office.

Here things change. In the larger offices there’ll be lots of marble on the floor, marble on the walls, marble throughout the bathroom, and finely carved antique masterpieces on marble pedestals, shipped back from the branch office in Belgium. The fixtures on the toilet might be gold-plated, and the toilet itself a wondrous combination of a Western seat sprouting porcelain wings on the side, so people can also climb up and crouch the old Indian way if they like.

Behind the inner locked doors are quiet air-conditioned rooms with long rows of young Indian ladies dressed in the flowing sarees worn by the women of India for the last few millennia. They sit quietly under soft fluorescent lights of a specified wavelength, and before each of them is a neat pile of diamonds that might be worth a hundred thousand dollars. Their arms reach out from under the folds of the sarees with a pair of special, fine-tipped tweezers—they pluck a diamond from the pile, bring it up to the jeweler’s magnifying glass pressed against their eye with their other hand, and then flip the stone in a graceful arc across the pad of fine white paper, so that it lands in one of maybe five different smaller piles of diamonds, each representing a different grade and price.

The only sound in the room is the slight scrape of the tweezer against the paper, and the tiny patter of stones landing in the right piles. This scene is repeated in sorting rooms throughout the world, whether they be in New York, Belgium, Russia, Africa, Israel, Australia, Hong Kong, or Brazil.

We went once out to the countryside to see how the stones were actually cut. A great number of the diamonds are fashioned in people’s homes, with the whole family helping out. The rough diamond pebbles go out daily from the great diamond houses of Bombay to the countryside, through a vast network of messengers carrying tiny satchels and traveling by train or bus or bicycle or footpath. The stones return daily in the same way, ending up in a sorting room somewhere, then in a tiny metal box guarded by a Brinks courier on the daily overnight flight to New York.

Navsari is a typical cutting town in Gujarat State, the area north of Bombay with the greatest concentration of diamond factories. Workers flood to Navsari from all over the country, hoping to get one of the more stable jobs you can find in India. They contract for say six months of work, usually up until one of the big religious holidays, like Divali. Then they collect their holiday bonus and head out of town the next day, back sometimes a thousand miles to see the wife and kids for a few weeks, and to invest their money in a neighbor’s corn crop. Then they pack a small satchel and return to the factory for another six-month stint.

Buying diamonds in Navsari is like nowhere else in the world. Imagine trying to get through a mob covering an entire mile or two of dirt road in the middle of a small Indian town. Each screaming man in the mob is clutching a tiny folded scrap of paper, and in the paper is a small diamond or two, slightly bigger than the period at the end of this sentence. The stones are still covered in the cutting oil, leaving them a dull gray, and in the bright sunlight only a fool—or a highly trained Indian dealer—would attempt to buy a stone, unable to tell if it’s pure white (expensive) or bright yellow (worthless).

Cars work their way through the solid mass of the crowd from both ends, horns blasting. The sun beats down on your head. Your shirt is covered in a fine dust turning to a brown paste as it mixes with your sweat. Street urchins on their hands and knees work through the crowd, literally crawling between the dealers’ legs, hoping to find a tiny chip of diamond dropped accidentally on the ground, looking like chickens bobbing up and down as they scratch for grain.

The farthest flung lands of the diamond empire of India are found close to Bhavnagar, near the western coast and the Arabian Sea, where the deserts of Rajasthan and the pink sandstone city of the emerald dealers, Jaipur, begin. Dhiru Shah has taken me there on a rickety Indian airplane, and we are in a car on the way to the mountain of Palitana, holiest site of the Jains.

We stop at one last diamond factory, no more than a villa at the edge of the desert, drink tiny cups of thick spiced Indian tea, with children and the exotic women of the household peeking out from behind tiled walls and veils, to giggle and gawk at the first white person to pass that way in a long time. Leaving the house and the last factory is like leaving our lives behind, passing from business up through the foothills, to find our inner lives.

We spend the night in a modest hostel at the foot of the mountain, built by the diamonteers for their own kind to come to, whenever the sense of spiritual need comes to them. Dhiru takes me before dawn, silently, to a special courtyard where the path up the mountain begins. On the stone walls are carved the prayers of twenty-five centuries, and here we leave our shoes, for the walk up the stony path to the heights of the mountain must be done in bare feet, for respect of the holiness of the place.

We move with thousands of pilgrims in the dark before the light. The air is cool, and the indentations worn into the stone beneath us speak of millions of feet climbing the mountain this way every morning, for centuries. The climb takes hours, but they do not feel long, for we are surrounded by the thoughts and prayers of the others, as reassuring as the rock beneath our feet.

At long last we are at the top, stepping into a network of small temples and chapels and altars carved from the stone, darker inside than the dark outside. We simply move blindly ahead until it feels right, sit down wherever we have reached, and stay there in meditation on the cool stone. There is an undercurrent of near-silent chanting, but no light. You feel the breath and heartbeats of thousands around you, and the anticipation.

We are all facing east off the top of the mountain, looking over the Indian plain. And then the dark begins to change subtly, from behind closed eyes as we meditate; soon come the rose, and then the saffron shades, and so finally the golden bronze of the Indian sun as it rises. We stay, we all stay in meditation, each thinking of his own life, and how to spend that life when we return.

No one takes water or any other sustenance; it would seem almost a sacrilege upon this mountain. In time we rise, pay our respects to the temples, and begin the half-skipping walk down the mountain. The mood changes to one of festivity, the children laughing and running ahead. For the first time in your life you appreciate the miracle of shoes, as your raw feet begin to swell and crack. But it makes it all seem that much more of a gift.

Only then do I learn that Dhiru Shah, this happy dark little diamond dealer, spent years of his early life at the feet of spiritual masters on this same mountain; only later do I learn that on his visits to New York for international directors’ meetings he is likely to be on a spiritual fast, praying in his small hotel room over the garish lights of Times Square, late into the night. His offices in Bombay radiate an intense family warmth; he cares for each person there like a son or daughter, helping out with the expenses of a marriage ceremony here and the cremation of a loved one there. With millions of dollars of deals floating around him all day, he takes absolute care never to use a single penny he is not properly entitled to.

At home his own family is just as well managed. For years while I worked closely with the Shahs they lived in a tiny apartment on the third floor of a small quiet building in a place called Vileparle. Mrs. Shah was wealthy even before they married, and Dhiru—with his son Vikram—has added to the wealth, so people around them would harass them constantly to get a larger place. The children were growing bigger, they said, and needed their own rooms. But the family went on just as they had for years, grandfather in his own comfortable room off to the side of the kitchen, respected and cared for by all; the rest of the family giggling and going out onto the balcony at bedtime, to set their beds under the stars side by side, to enjoy the night air and the smell of the flowering trees while they slept. Even when they finally finished a huge suite of rooms in an exclusive enclave of the city, they all ended up sleeping together in a small corner room. They are happy.

The point here is quite simple. People in America, including myself, have always had a very cynical view of those creatures we call “businessmen,” and when I was growing up in the sixties it was almost an insult to refer to someone with the word. The stereotype is one of a wolf dressed in a sharp business suit, talking too fast, living only for money, and doing whatever he can to get it, oblivious of the needs of the people around him. But think about it.

The business world today is without question a vast pool of the most talented people in the country. They have drive and they have the ability to do what must be done to get something done, as no one else does. They churn out billions of dollars’ worth of goods and services like clockwork, constantly improving products, constantly cutting down the time and money it takes to make them. Innovation and efficiency are a way of life, as in no other sector of our society.

Business people are thoughtful, resilient, thorough, and insightful. Those who are not do not survive, for business has its own purity, its own process of natural selection: No one will put up with you for very long, at any level in a company, if you do not produce. The ownership and management, and even more your own fellow workers, will expel you from their midst if you fail to pitch in and produce. I have seen this process happen often; it’s like your body rejecting a foreign antibody.

The greatest businesspeople have a deep inner capacity—they hunger, as we all do, but perhaps more strongly—for a true spiritual life. They have seen more of the world than most of us; they know what it can give them, and what it cannot. They demand a logic in spiritual things; they demand that the method and the results be clear, as clear as the terms in any business deal. Often they have dropped out from an active spiritual life—not because they are greedy or lazy, but simply because no path has measured up to their demands. The Diamond Cutter was literally made for these people—talented, tough, and savvy.

Never accept the idea that, because you are in business, you don’t have the opportunity or time or personal qualities which a true spiritual life demands, or that maintaining a deep inner life is somehow contradictory with leading a business career. The wisdom of The Diamond Cutter says that the very people who are attracted to business are exactly the ones who have the inner strength to grasp and carry out the deeper practices of the spirit.

This wisdom is good for people and, unabashedly, good for business as well. And this is perfectly consistent with the message of the Buddha. In America, it will be the business community that leads a quiet but certain revolution in how we conduct the business of our work, and our lives as well, using ancient wisdom for the goals of the modern world.

So in closing now see how the Buddha got up and went to work, on the day he spoke The Diamond Cutter:


[image: ] In the morning then the Conqueror donned his monk’s robes and outer shawl, took up his sage’s bowl, and entered the great city of Shravasti in order to go from house to house, asking others for some small thing to eat, in the way of a Buddhist monk. And when he had gathered some food this way, he returned from the city, and then partook of it.

When he had finished eating, the Buddha put away his bowl and shawl, for he was following the practice of eating no evening meal, in order to keep his mind clear. He washed his feet and then seated himself on a cushion that had been set forth for him. He crossed his legs in the full-lotus position, straightened his back, and placed his thoughts into a state of contemplation.

And then a great number of monks advanced toward the Conqueror and, when they had reached his side, bowed and touched their heads to his feet. They circled him in respect three times, and then seated themselves to one side. At this point the younger monk Subhuti was with the same group of disciples, and took his seat with them.

Then the younger monk Subhuti rose from his cushion, and dropped the corner of his upper robe from one shoulder in a gesture of respect, and knelt with his right knee to the ground. He faced the Conqueror, joined his palms at his heart, and bowed. Then he beseeched the Conqueror in the following words:


O Conqueror, the Buddha—the One Gone Thus, the Destroyer of the Enemy of Hurtful Thoughts, the Totally Enlightened One—has given much beneficial instruction
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