Thay often says that if you have never gone hungry, you won't
appreciate the value of food. You take your safety, your freedom
to move around, for granted. When you live behind locked doors,
and don't feel safe on the streets or walking in the countryside
alone, then you know how valuable is the freedom to move around
safely. This is not a freedom that we enjoy in our country, South
Africa.

I live in a country where it is not safe to leave your doors
open. You normally lock your doors when you go out, but we have
to keep them locked even when we are at home, because this is
the best time for criminals — they don’t have to break and enter
— they just enter. This is not a nice way to live — behind bars in
a kind of private prison to keep you safe in your own home.,
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We have one of the highest crime rates in the world, and
much of it is violent crime. The situation in South Africa has
come to be because of the past history and collective karma that
we have created. Everybody knows the story of Apartheid. The
past is past, but it is still with us in the present moment. We have
to work very hard to change it and to create a better future. We
have undergone major transformation in our country under the
bodhisattva Nelson Mandela, but social change takes much longer
than political change.

We live in a hard country, and it can make you a hard person,
or it can soften you and make you more compassionate. | used to
be hard and uncaring before I encountered the Dharma. Since then
I am constantly trying to increase my compassion, open my heart
wider, and become a bodhisattva, I think of the bodhisattvas who
2o to the darkest places in order to help, and sometimes it feels
like this path was given to me by default. “Darkest Africa”™ is my
home, and many bodhisattvas are needed on this continent, which
is plagued by tribal wars, famine, AIDS, poverty, and crime.

As aspiring bodhisattvas, there are many teachings to help us
cultivate our capacity to love:

* The teaching on Buddha nature: All beings are the same,
we all have the same potential, we all want happiness and
don’t want suffering.

The teaching on cause and effect: We take responsibility
for what we are experiencing without blaming others. It is
our own karma; we are reaping what we sowed. Even if we
personally did nothing in this particular lifetime, we may
have contributed through our non-action, our apathy.

The teaching on dependent origination: Everything
depends on causes and conditions. Nobody is inherently
“had"” — people act in certain ways because of causes
and conditions that are often beyond their control. This
understanding helps us to cultivate compassion, to open
the door of our heart so that we can love instead of hate.
Thay’s poem “Please Call Me by My True Names™ about
the sea pirate, helped me a lot. Here is an excerpt:

[ am the 12 year old girl,
refugee on a small boat,
who throws herself into the ocean
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Aware of the suffering caused by exploitation, social injustice, stealing and
oppression, | am committed o cullivating loving-kindness and leaming
ways fo work for the well-being of peaple, animals, plants and minerals, |
will practice generosily by sharing my time, energy and maferial resources
with those who are in real need. | am determined not lo steal and not fo
possess anything that should belong to athers. | will respect the praperty of
others, but | will prevent others from profiting from human suffering or the
suffering of other species on Earth.

after being raped by a sea pirate.

And I am the pirate,

my heart not yet capable

of seeing and loving,

Please call me by my true names,

50 | can hear all my cries and laughter at once,
50 | can see that my joy and pain are one.
Please call me by my true names

50 | can wake up

and the door of my heart

could be left open —

the door of compassion.

These wonderful teachings help us to transform our minds,
our emotions, our ways of being. We do this for ourselves and for
the world, to relieve ourselves of suffering and to create a better
world in the future because happiness and suffering are universal,
I know that if you suffer, you will make me suffer. We know that if
we exploit people or take unfair advantage of them, oppress them,
discriminate against them on grounds of race. culture, religion,
gender, we are committing a kind of thefi — we are stealing their
dignity to be who they are. This will make them suffer and it will
make us suffer, because one day their suffering will impact on our
lives and become our suffering as well.

We are all creators, We are creating all the time. We are respon-
sible for creating the kind of world that we live in, and this 15 why
the Mindfulness Trainings are so important. We must learn from
the mistakes of the past so that we can create a better future based
on love not fear, on giving not getting, on helping not harming, on
supporting not exploiting, on building up not breaking down, on
creating the conditions for happiness not suffering. Then we can
all live in the Pure Land. The Buddha said:

If you want to know your past lives,
Look into your present condition.

If you want to know your future,
Look into vour present actions. j:-
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