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Before we begin this talk, we will do a short breathing 
meditation together. (Pause for meditation)  

Transforming troubles (cont.) 

We will continue from where we left the teaching last week – 
taking adverse situations as a path. 

Here, we find out how bodhisattvas respond to adverse 
situations, such as confronting thieves and bandits who steal 
their things; those who attack them, and even, for example, 
chop off their hands or other parts of their bodies; or those 
who criticise and denigrate them. Bodhisattvas transform 
these situations into a path to benefit their practice. 

The 37 Practices of Bodhisattvas explains the practices of the 
bodhisattvas. The approach we take is, first, try to study and 
understand the meaning of this text. Next, we should try to 
implement what we have learned and put it into practice day 
by day. 

However, if we cannot put this profound teaching into 
practice, it is said that we should at least rejoice in the 
practices of the bodhisattvas – to admire those who are 
practising it. By simply rejoicing in the practices of 
bodhisattvas or of others doing these practices, it is said we 
can accumulate a great amount of virtue and merit. Je Tsong 
Khapa said that there is a practice that enables us to 
accumulate a great amount of merit with very little effort. 
What is that practice? It is the practice of rejoicing in the 
virtuous actions of others. We have also a saying that the life 
stories of the past masters are practices for future followers. 
So, this text is the legacy of a past master, showing us how to 
practise. 

Last week we finished at verse 12 in The 37 Practices of 
Bodhisattvas, which explains what bodhisattvas do when 
confronted by thieves or bandits who rob them of their 
possessions. 

When others cause us physical harm 
The next verse talks about how bodhisattvas transform even 
very painful situations – where someone may be brutally 
torturing them, cutting off their hands or limbs, and so forth 
– into the path. Verse 13 reads: 

Even if someone tries to cut off your head 
When you haven’t done the slightest thing wrong, 
Out of compassion take his misdeeds 
Upon yourself – 
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas. 

This verse shows how bodhisattvas act in the face of extreme 
situations where, despite having done nothing wrong, they 
are harmed by others – for example, they are beaten up and 
tortured or even have their limbs amputated. In such 
situations, bodhisattvas generate a greater sense of 
compassion for the aggressors. They feel empathy and 
compassion, based on their awareness that the aggressors’ 
harmful actions will result in them falling into suffering 
realms, such as the hell realms. 

This is how such situations serve as a cause for bodhisattvas 
to further strengthen the force of compassion they have for 
others. 

Where the verse says: Out of compassion, take all these misdeeds 
upon yourself, we can see that not only will a bodhisattva not 
lose their practice of love towards those who commit such 
harmful actions, but they will also feel a stronger force of 
compassion for them. Bodhisattvas even pray: ‘May whatever 
dire consequence these beings have to face as a result of their 
harmful actions fall upon me rather than them.’ So they will 
wish to take the detrimental effects of the others’ misdeeds 
upon themselves. 

How can we apply this to our own practice? If we are in a 
situation where, for no apparent reason or fault from our own 
side, someone beats us with a stick or otherwise hurts us, we 
would normally be angry with that person, rather than the 
stick, which is the direct cause of the pain that we experience 
from the beating. Instead, we are normally angry with the 
person beating us. The reason why we aren’t angry with the 
stick is because we think that the stick doesn’t have a mind – 
the stick doesn’t beat us of its own accord, but it is used and 
controlled by the person. Therefore, we blame and hold the 
person responsible for the harm and pain that we receive.  

The next question is: ‘Is the person beating us with the stick 
doing it out of their own volition?’ If we carefully think about 
this, we realise that the person has no choice. Just as the stick 
does not act of its own accord, the person wielding the stick 
also doesn’t have any choice. So, who or what controls the 
person? It is the afflictive emotions such as hatred. With such 
a strong affliction, the person has no choice but to act on the 
whim of that mental affliction. 

Of course, we might think this is not an excuse because we 
regard hatred as part of the person – we see a relationship 
between the person and the uncontrollable emotions in their 
mind. However, this is not a rational answer to our earlier 
question. In a situation where a child with a mental illness 
starts abusing their parents, for example, the parents’ normal 
reaction will not be to retaliate, but rather to feel more 
empathy, more compassion for their child. 

So we can relate the situation of someone beating us up to that 
of a parent with a mentally ill child. Simply saying that the 
person has a relationship with the anger or the emotion in 
their mind is not the answer. In his Four Hundred Verses, 
Aryadeva says: ‘The buddhas recognise the mental delusions 
as the enemy, but do not recognise the person who possesses 
the mental delusions as the enemy.’ 

There’s another way of thinking that may also help us 
maintain a positive mental attitude in the face of adverse 
situations. When we are harmed by others who try to irritate 
or provoke us, we should think about the positive side of the 
situation: it presents us with a perfect opportunity to practise 
and develop patience. To develop our practice of patience, we 
must have the right conditions, such as being harmed by 
others. Such conditions test our patience, providing us with 
the best opportunity to develop patience. 

We can also contemplate the law of cause and effect or karma 
to help us become more patient with adverse situations. To 
use an example, if we absent-mindedly burn our hands in a 
fire, we don’t normally become angry with ourselves, because 
we know it was our own fault for being careless. In the same 
way, if we take the law of karma into account when facing 
adverse situations, we can see those situations as a result of 
negative actions we have created in the past. When we 
understand that the unfavourable situations we face are due 
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to our own karma, we take responsibility for our own actions 
and this strengthens our conviction in the law of karma. 

When others harm our reputation 
The next verse talks about how we can transform into the path 
the suffering of being in adverse situations where, for no 
apparent reason, others speak harshly to us or say unpleasant 
things about us. Verse 14 reads: 

Even if someone broadcasts all kinds of all kinds of 
unpleasant remarks  

About you throughout the three thousand worlds,  
In return, with a loving mind, speak of his good qualities 

–  
This is the practice of the Bodhisattvas. 

We can understand clearly from these lines how, when 
bodhisattvas face situations where someone criticises them or 
harms their reputation by spreading rumours about them 
throughout the three thousand worlds, they will in return, with a 
loving mind, speak of his good qualities. So, instead of retaliating 
when someone harms their reputation, bodhisattvas, 
influenced by love and compassion, will praise that person’s 
good qualities. 

The mention here of the three thousand worlds is a reference to 
the Abidharmakosha by Vasubandhu, in which each world 
system is described as having four continents, the sun, the 
moon, stars and so on. So, one thousand instances of each one 
of a world system is called the first thousand worlds. The 
second thousand worlds are the first thousand worlds 
multiplied by one thousand. And multiplying the second 
thousand world system a thousand times is called the third 
thousand world system. So, these are the three thousand 
worlds. The text says that even if their reputation is harmed 
throughout the three thousand worlds, bodhisattvas don’t get 
angry.  

In Buddhism, the world systems go beyond millions and 
billions into infinite numbers. 

When we are publicly criticised 
The next verse talks about experiencing harsh or unpleasant 
speech in front of others. Normally, if someone speaks to us 
unpleasantly, it is hurtful, but it is not as hurtful as when that 
person says the same words in front of other people, or at a 
large gathering. What do we do in such a situation? Verse 15 
reads: 

Though someone may deride and speaks bad words 
About you in a public gathering, 
Looking on him as a spiritual teacher, 
Bow to him with respect – 
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas. 

These lines are also self-explanatory. If a bodhisattva hears 
someone say unpleasant words about them at a large public 
gathering, instead of being disturbed or upset, they would 
recognise the person who speaks harshly about them as a true 
spiritual teacher or spiritual guide, and show them profound 
veneration and respect by bowing their head. 

Bodhisattvas regard those who speak harshly to them or who 
harm them as their true spiritual teachers, because 
bodhisattvas recognise those people as an aid to develop 
virtue. 

Let me tell you a story about the author of The Eight Verses of 
Thought Transformation, the master Geshe Langri Tangpa; the 
story is often used to illustrate the practice of bodhisattvas. 
Once, the master was giving a discourse at a public gathering. 
Out of a motivation to smear the good name of this master, a 

disgruntled woman at the gathering, handed her child over to 
the master, saying, ‘This is your child’. To this the master 
replied, ‘Okay. I accept that this is now my child.’ So, the 
master delightfully kept the child. Later, the woman regretted 
her action and wanted her child back. So she saw the master 
again. She apologised to him and expressed her regret for 
what she had done and requested to have her child back. 
Geshe Langri Tangpa simply said: ‘That is okay, you can have 
your child back’. 

What this shows is that as a practitioner, it is important that 
you always to maintain the stability of your practice, and not 
let your mood be easily swayed by changing external 
conditions, whether they are good or bad. For example, 
normally, if you are faced with something bad, you 
immediately become unhappy, and if you hear some good 
news, you immediately get too excited.  
When those we trust turn against us 
The next verse shows how we should deal with a situation 
where someone whom we have cared for and supported 
starts to harm or abuse us. How can we cope with such a 
situation? Verse 16 reads: 

Even if a person for whom you’ve cared 
Like your own child regards you as an enemy, 
Cherish him specially, like a mother 
Does her child who is stricken by sickness – 
This is the practice of Bodhisattvas. 

There may be someone you have taken care of, as if they were 
your own child. You may have supported that person a great 
deal, giving up your time for them. However, that person may 
subsequently come to regard you as an enemy and hate you. 

In this situation, as this verse says, a bodhisattva would feel 
even more love and compassion for that person, just like a 
mother would feel more love for a child who, as we said 
before, because of some mental disorder may even begin to 
even harm her. Because the mother has a strong, loving 
connection with the child, she feels even more love and 
compassion for that child.  

This is how bodhisattvas feel about those harm them. Even 
though someone may consider the bodhisattva to be an 
enemy, the bodhisattva feels a greater sense of love and 
compassion for the person who has turned against them. 

We’ll leave it here for tonight. Thank you. 
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