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INTRODUCTION
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In ancient India, at the foothills of the mighty Himalayas, was a small but prosperous kingdom called Kapilvastu. The Sakya clan was ruled by King Suddhodana and Queen Maya. They were blessed with a lovely baby and they named him Prince Siddhartha. Young Siddhartha grew up surrounded by all the best toys and clothes. After all, he was the future king.

As Siddhartha grew older, he got tired of his comfortable life and was curious about how the rest of the world lived. The first time he stepped out of his palace grounds, he saw an old man bent with age, a sick woman suffering in pain and a dead person being carried away. He saw so much sadness and sorrow among people. He realised that he had to help people.

So Siddhartha decided to give up royal life. He left the palace and spent many years living alone in a forest meditating, praying and thinking about life. One day, while sitting under a Bodhi tree, he saw a bright white light and a smile appeared on his face. He realised he had found the answers to the questions he had been struggling with for so many years.

Siddhartha left the jungle and spent the rest of his life as a teacher, travelling across the country to learn and share his wisdom. Instead of Sanskrit, Siddhartha chose to preach in Pali - the language of the common people. His lessons were usually told in the form of stories or parables and often included a lot of wit and humour. He began to be known as Gautam Buddha – The Enlightened One. People found his simple and practical teachings very useful to live a happy life. He had a lot of followers and they set up schools and monasteries all over India. His teachings were known as Buddhist Teachings or ‘Sutras’ and they spread from India all over Asia and eventually around the world.

To this day, the teachings of Buddha are some of the most popular and followed lessons in the world. So many centuries later, his lessons are still relevant to us.

The stories in this book are adapted from Buddhist parables and tales which were published in multiple Amar Chitra Katha comics, over the last 50 years. We hope you enjoy reading and discussing these stories with your parents, teachers and friends.
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WHAT’S IN A NAME?

In Takshashila, a city in ancient India, there lived a scholar who had 200 young disciples in his gurukul. A gurukul is like a boarding school where students live and get educated, under the guidance of a particular guru and his assistant teachers.
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The acharya’s* name was Guru Vivisha and he was very famous. Parents from all over the country wanted their children to study in his gurukul. But he took only 25 new students each year. Sometimes, eager parents spent days and nights camping outside the gates of the gurukul in the hope that their child would be among the lucky few. Guru Vivisha was so sought after because students who got educated at his gurukul could recite hundreds of chants from memory, solve complicated mathematical equations in a jiffy and were also clever with their hands. They could forge beautiful swords, nurture fruit-bearing trees and sculpt amazing pottery. But more important than all of these was the fact that students from Guru Vivisha’s gurukul were kind, compassionate and wise.

A new year had just begun and a fresh batch of students had recently joined the school. In those days, the gurukuls followed a unique custom. At the start of a year, just like today’s students get assigned to a particular classroom or teacher, in a gurukul students were given a new ‘gurukul’ name. Twenty-five bright, young students stood in front of the acharya, eagerly awaiting their new names.
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There was a reason for this. At a gurukul, students could come from all sorts of families. The child of a king could be in the same class as the child of a poor farmer; the daughter of a teacher could be learning alongside the daughter of an army general. This system was created in order to make sure that everyone was treated equally. New names for all the students ensured that each of them began their new journey from the same starting line, with no idea about the family background or wealth of the other students.
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Guru Vivisha began giving out names. He was a bit funny when he gave out names and chose them quite randomly. As the students came up to him one by one, he would look at their faces and announce their new names.

“Sunrise will be your new name,” he said to the first student in line. “Turmeric, Mogra and Gud,” were the next three names.

He kept going on with whatever names came to his mind at that moment. Finally, it was the turn of the last child in the line – a nervous eleven-year-old who would not dare to look up at the teacher. He was so scared that all he could do was stare at the ground, his toes curling up with fright. Guru Vivisha looked at him and said, “What’s wrong, young man? Are you scared? Are you hungry?”

The little boy was too scared to answer. All he could mumble was, “Yes, Guruji.”

Guru Vivisha was also tired and hungry by this time. So he looked at the boy and said, “Okay. Your gurukul name will be Hungry! Now let’s all go eat some lunch.”
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Poor Hungry absolutely hated his name. Every single day at meal times, someone would crack a joke about his name, saying things like, “Are you always Hungry?” And if he would protest, some other student would say, “Are you angry? I thought you were Hungry. Here, have an extra puri!”

He was also made to be the first to try out new dishes or healthy concoctions that came out of the gurukul kitchen.

“Give it to him first,” they would say. “After all, he is Hungry.”

And they would all burst into laughter.

After dinner, the cook would invariably ask him, “Are you still hungry?”

It was such a trick question. If he answered yes, the cook would give him another helping of food, which he just didn’t want. If he answered no, the cook would chuckle, “Oh! You aren’t Hungry anymore? Have you changed your name?”

Hungry got fed up of the constant jokes. One day, after lunch, he caught Guru Vivisha sitting alone under a tree, feeding birds. Hungry mustered up the courage to speak to Guru Vivisha.

Folding his hands in a namaste, he sat at the Guru’s feet and said, “Respected Guruji, I can’t live with this name anymore. I am sick and tired of being the subject of jokes in the school. Please, please, please change my name. Anything else will do.”

Guru Vivisha smiled at him and replied, “My son, I am ready to change your name, but there is one condition. You have to travel to the three neighbouring towns within three weeks, and only then return to the gurukul. Once you return from this trip, I promise I will change your name. In fact, you can choose your own name.”

One of the first rules of being a student of a gurukul was that you never disobeyed the instructions of the acharya. You just didn’t do it! So Hungry did what any respectful student would do. He bowed down, touched his Guruji’s feet to take his blessings and started preparing for his three-week journey. He wondered what going to three towns and travelling for three weeks had to do with changing his name. But it was his Guruji’s instruction and since he was the wisest person he knew, Hungry decided to follow his word with an open mind and sincerity.
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It took him a week to reach the first town. He had to walk a fair distance but then he managed to get a lift with a farmer on his bullock cart.

“What is the name of the town we are going to?” Hungry asked the farmer.

The farmer replied, “Oh, it is called Hasipur – the town of laughter.”

Hungry was really excited. The residents of the town must be in a good mood all the time. A town called laughter had to be one fun and happy place.

However, Hungry was in for a rude shock. Hasipur was the most morose, sad place he had ever seen. Nobody seemed to be smiling. Laughter seemed to be completely absent in this town. All around him, he saw people going about their day’s work with sad, sombre, long faces. As he sat down to rest at a roadside food stall, he asked an old man, “How come you are all so sad? Your town is called Hasipur. Shouldn’t you all be happy?”
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The old man replied, “Well, this town has experienced a lot of disasters - floods, famine, hurricanes. Now nobody smiles. We just go about our day, ready for the next calamity to strike.”

Hungry was quite sad to hear this. How terrible to live day by day, waiting for tragedy to strike. He packed up his belongings to go to the next town.

The next town was not too far. He only had to walk for a day, and soon he was on the outskirts of the town. The name of the town was Gopalgaon. It seemed like a sweet, pretty little town with small houses and lots of healthy, happy cows. As he walked through the town, he saw a crowd gathered near a tree. He went closer to see what the commotion was about.

People in the audience were saying “Come down, jump down, we will catch you!”

When Hungry looked up, he saw a little cat stuck on one of the branches of the tree. The cat had climbed up but was too scared to come down. Hungry couldn’t stop smiling when he heard the cat’s name.

The cat’s owner, a young girl was pleading with him, “My dear Bahadur. Don’t be frightened. I am right here!”
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A not-so-brave cat, whose name means fearless! Hungry shook his head and started asking for directions to the next town.

The third town that Hungry went to had a busy, bustling marketplace, with traders loudly hawking their wares and lots of shoppers rushing to and fro. Hungry decided to walk away from the din of the marketplace and find a quiet spot to rest. He spotted a house with the name ‘Shanti Kutir’, meaning peaceful hut. “Aah, this is perfect,” he told himself. “Just what I need. The family that lives in a place called Shanti Kutir must be a peace-loving, gentle bunch of people.”

BAM! CRASH! came the sounds of metal vessels and utensils being thrown to the ground. These sounds were followed by sounds of people screaming and yelling at each other.
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“Ma, he hit me,” cried a little girl.

“But, ma, she hit me first,” shouted her little brother.

And then Hungry heard the mother shout at them, really loudly, “Will you two please stop fighting!” And right at that moment, a little baby started wailing at full volume. Shanti Kutir was certainly not a peaceful place. Hungry shook his head, grinned and started his journey back home to the gurukul.

It took him another week to reach the school. Guru Vivisha was waiting for him under his favourite tree. Hungry took the Guruji’s blessings, folded his hands in a namaste and sat down at his feet. “So, are you ready for a new name, Hungry?” asked the acharya.

Hungry bowed his head and said “Guruji, I don’t want to change my name anymore. On my trip, I saw a town called Hasipur that was full of sad people. I saw a scared cat named Bahadur. On my third stop, I saw a family of extremely loud and quarrelsome people, who lived in a house called ‘Shanti Kutir’! I realise now that the name of a person, animal or place is not important. What is important is our actions. What really matters is how we conduct ourselves. Now I know why you are known as one of the wisest gurus in the entire country. I am going to stop worrying about how other people address me or speak to me. Instead, I am going to start focusing on my own actions and behaviour. Thank you for teaching me this important lesson.”
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Then to everybody’s surprise, Guru Vivisha did something nobody had seen before. He stood up, put his hands on Hungry’s shoulders, stood him up and held him in a tight hug. He was so proud of his student for learning this beautiful lesson.

Chop! Clip! Tick! Bam! Pum-Pum-Pum!
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* main teacher
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THE DREAM COT

The sounds came from carpenter Sukhdev’s workshop all day and sometimes all night too. He was known as the BEST carpenter in the entire kingdom of Suryanagari. He was such a master of his work that people were willing to wait for weeks, even for a simple chopping board or a ruler made by him. Smooth finishes, round edges, beautifully carved surfaces – objects made by him were an absolute delight. There was never enough place to stand in his store. It was always crowded with customers.
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Sukhdev took great pride in his work. Whether it was something as simple as a mirror frame or as grand as a throne for a prince, his effort was always the same. He paid great attention to the tiniest of details. He knew people loved his work and he loved hearing their praise. He also knew that customers were willing to pay him five times the price charged by other carpenters in Suryanagari.

As the years passed, Sukhdev became more and more involved in his work. He started setting the bar higher for himself. The designs became complex, and the carvings intricate. Each piece took him longer and longer to complete. Sukhdev began throwing away finished chairs or tables, if there was even the slightest mark or smudge. He did not mind starting again from scratch, but he could not bear to sell anything which he did not believe was absolutely PERFECT. Although he had many workers to assist him, nobody seemed to last in the job for more than a few months. Sukhdev would dismiss junior carpenters in his team if they made the slightest mistake.

One day, a young man called Dilip came in to Sukhdev’s workshop. Dilip and his wife Pratima had just had a beautiful baby girl. The proud parents had named their daughter Anandi. Although Dilip and Pratima were not very rich, they wanted only the best of everything for their darling daughter. Anandi needed a cot to sleep in. Dilip decided to go to Sukhdev - the best and most famous carpenter in Suryanagari.
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Dilip bowed to Sukhdev, “Namaste, Sukhdevji. My wife and I have just been blessed with a beautiful baby girl. Would you please make a cot for her? The best cot in the kingdom can only be made by the best carpenter in our kingdom. I have saved up money to place this order with you.”

Sukhdev replied, “Congratulations, young man! I would love to make a cot for you. I will make you the most perfect cot in the history of Suryanagari. That is how beautiful it will be. Your baby will sleep soundly every night in her dream cot, made by my hands. She will not be troubled by a single bad dream when she lies down to sleep. But you have to give me time. Can you come back after ten days?”
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Dilip was thrilled.

[image: Images]

He said, “Thank you. I am so happy that you have agreed, Sukhdevji. I will come back ten days from today.”

Dilip went home and told Pratima the news. The happy parents hugged little Anandi with joy.

On the ninth day, Pratima cleared out the space near the window to make room for the new cot. The sun came out bright and early on the tenth day, and Dilip was the first customer at Sukhdev’s workshop, ready to take the new cot home for his baby.

Sukhdev saw him and said, “Oh! Are you here for the cot already? But it isn’t ready! Remember I told you the cot would be a perfect cot? A ‘dream cot’? Perfection takes time. Please come back after ten days.”

Ten more days passed, and Dilip went to the workshop again. Sukhdev looked at Dilip and said, “It is still not ready. I need more time for this masterpiece. Give me another month. Perfection takes time. Can’t you understand that?”

Dilip went back after a month and guess what? The cot was STILL not ready. In the meantime, Pratima discovered that her little nephew had outgrown his cot. She asked her sister if she could borrow it for Anandi to sleep in. Pratima’s sister readily agreed to lend it to her. She was happy that it would be used by another child in the family.
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After a few months of visiting Sukhdev’s workshop, and hearing that the cot was still not done, Dilip gave up. He stopped checking on the cot. Little Anandi grew up, and didn’t need the cot anymore. She soon began sleeping in her own bed, cuddled up with her favourite little puppy.
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The months turned to years, and Anandi grew up to be an intelligent and responsible young lady. She was helpful, kind and hard-working. Anandi would spend her days helping her parents take care of their home, studying hard and dancing. She also spent a few hours every day helping her parents to run the small grocery shop they owned.

One day, Anandi returned home with her childhood friend Tarun. As they all sat down to have some tea, Anandi declared, “Ma, Papa, Tarun and I have decided to get married. We would like your blessings.”

Anandi’s parents were delighted. Tarun was a lovely young man and the parents were very happy with Anandi’s choice. They couldn’t believe their tiny little baby was going to be a married woman soon. Anandi and Tarun got married the following month, surrounded by their family and friends. The celebrations lasted a whole week.
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Two years after their wedding, Anandi gave birth to a lovely little boy. Everyone in the family gushed over the new baby.

“Aww, look at his tiny feet,” said Dilip.

“Oh! He just yawned! Did you see that?” asked Pratima.

“Look, he just smiled!” exclaimed Anandi.

Tarun, the proud father, said, “My precious baby should have the best of everything. We need a cot for him. Let me go to the biggest and best shop and buy one for him.”

Upon hearing this, grandpa Dilip suddenly remembered the cot he had asked Sukhdev to make, when Anandi was born. Surely, it would be ready by now. After all, it had been over 25 years since he placed the order.
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The same evening Anandi and Tarun went to Sukhdev’s workshop.
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Chop! Clip! Tick! Bam! Pum-Pum-Pum!

Came the busy sounds from the workshop. Sukhdev was now an old man. But things seemed a little different. There were no crowds of customers at his store. He didn’t seem to have any employees or assistants either.

It was just Sukhdev working alone in his workshop.

Anandi bowed to him and said, “Namaste, Sukhdevji. My name is Anandi. Many years ago, my father Dilip had ordered a cot for a newborn son. I have come to pick it up today for my baby.”

Sukhdev looked at her in surprise. He replied, “Oh, that cot. I am sorry, that’s not ready. I am trying to make it perfect. It has to be the BEST cot in the entire kingdom of Suryanagari, right? Perfection takes time, you know.”
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Anandi was shocked! How could the carpenter have worked for 25 years on building a cot and still not have completed it?
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Before she could say another word, Sukhdev said in an annoyed voice, “I wish you people would not keep bothering me about this cot. Let me make one thing very clear. I take great pride in my work and I will not permit your father or you to rush me. This cot is a real masterpiece;it needs time. So please stop annoying me.”

Anandi realized it would be futile to argue with such a perfectionist. She thanked Sukhdev and left the workshop quietly. That evening the grandparents, Dilip and Pratima went to another store in Suryanagari and bought a lovely new cot for their precious little grandson.

Dilip and Pratima smiled as they watched the doting parents happily rock the little baby to sleep in his new cot. Dilip put his arm around Pratima and smiled, “My teacher once told me that everything need not be perfect. Sometimes being good enough is good enough. If only someone had taught carpenter Sukhdev this lesson.”
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THE INVISIBLE SUTRAS

Gautam Buddha was a great teacher. Wherever he went, large crowds gathered to hear him preach his teachings. His sermons, his advice and his guidance helped millions of people to beat their challenges and become happy. His teachings were written down by his students into various books called the ‘Sutras’. Although Buddha was from India, his teachings had such a universal appeal that they spread all over Asia. The Sutras were translated into many other Asian languages, but not Japanese.
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Tetsugen was a young Japanese Buddhist priest and monk. He was born in the Higo Province of Japan and became a priest when he was just 13 years old. In those days, a Buddhist monk would travel from town to town, narrating the stories and teachings of Buddha to ordinary people, to help them become happy. Since the Sutras had not been translated into Japanese, Tetsugen relied on his memory, and the notes that he had made while his sensei (which means ‘teacher’ in Japanese) taught and trained him for many years.

One day, in a small village at the foothills of the majestic Mount Fuji, Tetsugen sat under a beautiful cherry blossom tree, narrating his favourite Buddhist parables to a small group of eager children. After hearing a funny story about a monkey, a little girl stood up. She said, “Tetsugen Saishi (the Japanese word for priest), I have now learnt how to read well and fast. I would love to read these parables on my own. Next time you come to our village, could you please bring along the books containing these stories? I would love to read them on my own and can even read them aloud to my friends and my little brother.”

In those days, unlike today, books were rare and precious. You could not walk into a bookshop or go online and buy a book. Books were few, mostly religious or educational ones, and were terribly expensive. One book had to be shared by many people.

When Tetsugen heard the little girl’s request, he was very touched and inspired. He said to himself, “Just like this little girl, there must be so many children and adults in Japan who would want to read the great Buddha’s Sutras on their own, in our own language. Sadly, they exist in Chinese, Pali and so many other languages but not in Japanese. I must take up this project. It will be my mission and purpose in life. I will translate the teachings of the Sutras into Japanese, and create wooden blocks which will be used to print the books. I will print 7000 copies of the Japanese edition of the Sutras. This way, the amazing stories and teachings of the great Shakyamuni (Gautam Buddha was known as Shakyamuni Buddha by the Japanese people) will be read and understood by many people. So many more people will become happy after reading these books!”
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And so young Tetsugen started his mission. As a monk, he had no money and began to go from house to house, town to town, to collect money for this huge project. Some people were generous. Rich people would often give him a few gold coins. Poor families gave him silver, copper or whatever little they could spare. And there were some who scoffed at him. They would say, “This is really a crazy project, Tetsugen Saishi. It’s going to take you forever to collect enough money to print 7000 copies of the Japanese edition of the Sutras. Most books do not have more than 500 copies. And those are reserved to be read by rich people only.”
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But Tetsugen was determined to make it happen. Buddhism was not a religion only for kings and rich people. He believed that everyone, rich or poor, old or young, should be able to read the Sutras and learn how to become happy. He travelled all over Japan, collecting money for his project. It took him ten years, and at long last he was done! He had enough to make his dream turn to reality. “I can’t wait to return home and begin work on the translations,” he said to himself eagerly.

Tetsugen slowly started making his way back home. But in the very first village he walked through, he was shocked to see children crying and adults walking around looking lost and confused. He stopped a villager and asked, “What has happened? Why is everyone so sad and upset?”

The crying young man replied, “It’s the river Uji. It flooded last week. The water flowed in and destroyed our entire village. All our crops are gone, our homes are washed away and there is a massive famine. What will we do now? Where will we live? What will we eat? We have no possessions, no homes and no money to even buy food or medicines for the sick and injured. It’s all gone.”
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Tetsugen was a Buddhist priest, and the first quality a Buddhist needs to have is compassion. He could not bear to see the suffering and pain of the villagers. So, he began distributing the money he had collected over the years among the villagers.

He said, “Here, use this money to repair your homes, plant new crops and buy food and clothes for your families.”

The same scene repeated at the next village he passed on his way home. Horrible tales of pain, suffering, sadness, loss and hunger.

Tetsugen was so generous and kind hearted. Each time he gave away some of the money, he told himself, “Writing the Sutras in Japanese and printing them as books is a very important job. It is my mission. But at this moment, what is more important? I have to do all I can to help these poor people. That is what Buddha always taught.”

By the time night fell, all his money was over. He had given away every single coin that he had collected over ten years, in a single day. But he had no regrets. “I will simply start over,” he told himself.

And so he started again. Once more, he travelled across Japan collecting money. He went from village to village, town to town, gracefully accepting whatever he received. Sometimes it would be two copper coins from a poor farmer, sometimes a bag of gold coins from a rich merchant. He took it all gratefully, bowing down to each donor, regardless of the amount he received from them.
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Seven years later, he had collected enough money. He was grateful, happy and excited to finally get started on his project, his mission. But once again, disaster had struck the villages. This time, it was disease. A terrible epidemic had struck. People were very sick and many had died due to a mysterious illness.

In the first village, an old lady came up to him crying, “Son, can you please help me? My entire family is sick with this disease and I have no money left to buy medicines or food.”

Now, can you guess what happened? Yes, the kind-hearted and true Buddhist, Tetsugen, gave the old lady a handful of gold coins.

Soon there was a huge crowd of sick, hungry and very poor people around him, begging him for help. Tetsugen helped each one of them with his precious savings. And just like that, the money he had collected over seven years was once again all gone in a day. He stayed in the village for a few more weeks, tending to the sick, taking care of the children and the elderly, helping clean the village so that the disease would not strike again. He encouraged, supported and cheered everyone with his calm, smiling face and wonderful stories and parables from the Sutras. When everyone was healthy again and there was no more risk of the disease, Tetsugen left the village to return home.

Any ordinary person would have given up on his dream by now. But Tetsugen was surely an extraordinary human being. He was still full of determination, dedicated to his mission. He did not feel angry, dejected or sad in the least.

In fact, he said to himself, “I am so lucky that I had the money and the Buddha’s teachings with me. I was able to help all these people. I am so glad that every single coin was used to help someone in need. I have fulfilled my vow as a Buddhist priest. I hope I can continue to help others for the rest of my life. Now I can once again begin to work on my life’s mission.”
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And so, our dear Tetsugen started collecting money once again, for the third time, for his original project - to translate the Buddhist Sutras into Japanese and have them printed into 7000 books for the common people to read. Once again, he started, full of enthusiasm, energy and faith. Yet again, slowly and steadily, over a couple of years, Tetsugen collected enough money for his mission. This time, he was able to spend it all on the purpose for which he had collected the money. At long last, he started the translation work of the Sutras.
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Finally, over twenty years after he first made his decision to translate the Sutras into Japanese, he was able to complete the project, and the 7000 copies were ready. The books travelled from town to town, spreading the knowledge of the Buddhist Sutras to common people across Japan.

The wooden blocks which produced the first edition of the Sutras can still be seen today in the Ōbaku monastery, in Kyoto, Japan. The Japanese tell their children that Tetsugen’s compassion, generosity and perseverance were worthy of being the Sutras themselves. They lovingly say that Tetsugen actually made three sets of Sutras, and that the first two are invisible sets. They believe that the stories of the people Tetsugen helped through the famine and epidemic are the ‘invisible’ editions of the Sutras. These ‘invisible Sutras’ are after all real accounts of the Buddha’s teachings put into action. The Japanese people believe that the compassion contained in the invisible editions surpasses the actual Sutras in the 7000 books he created.
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THE HEALTHY KING

King Prasanjit of Kosala loved many things. He loved his wife, the intelligent Queen Kalindi, he loved his daughter, the fiesty Princess Vajira, his pet parrot, Shree Totaramji, and his rare purple roses in the royal gardens. He loved a good meal, music played by the official veena player of the court and a good paan after dinner. But what he loved the most was to go hunting in the thick jungle that lay at the outskirts of his kingdom.
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No, King Prasanjit was not an evil king who loved to hunt and kill innocent animals. All he loved to do was to capture wild dogs and wild horses. During each of these expeditions, he and his royal team of soldiers also carried medicines and food for injured animals in the jungle. The Royal Doctor would gently tend to all injured or unwell animals – large or small – elephants, tigers, deer, puppies, birds. In fact, Princess Vajira believed that the animals in the jungle waited for the royal party.

If King Pransanjit was successful, he would bring back the best horses to join the other beautiful steeds he had in the royal stables. He loved these expeditions so much that he would be in a good mood, humming and whistling to himself five days before a chase. And five days after a trip to the jungle, you could still see him grinning to himself and fussing over the new horses that had joined the royal stables. On expedition days, he left with his party of soldiers at daybreak, returning only at sunset.
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Once during such a trip, the king noticed some plump, luscious mushrooms growing in the jungle. He asked his soldiers to pick some and took them back to the palace. At the palace, the royal chef cooked these up in a yummy mushroom and onion curry. Prasanjit’s mouth began to water as the beautiful aroma of the mushrooms wafted in from the royal kitchen.
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“What is chef cooking tonight?” asked Queen Kalindi.

“Mushroom curry,” replied the king, waiting for it to be served.

The mushroom curry was scrumptious and the king ate most of it. He ended the meal with a loud burp. “Chef, make us the same curry for dinner!” he demanded, rubbing his belly with satisfaction.

This time around, the chef made it with a delicious peas pulao. The king gobbled it up along with the curry. To finish off the meal, there was a delicious kheer. He polished that off too. And yes, you guessed it, he asked for the same mushroom curry at the next meal too.

The next morning, the king and his soldiers set off for their usual trip to the jungle. Everyone was excited because it was always fun to go on this trip. They had barely reached the jungle and started venturing deeper to where the horses would be, when the king declared, “I am hungry. Let us return to the palace for lunch.” It was only 10 a.m.! Everyone was surprised.
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Sudarshan, his nephew and chief soldier, mustered up the courage to ask, “Maharaj, are you sure you want to head back? We have only just started the expedition and you normally don’t eat lunch till 1.30 p.m.”

King Prasanjit shot him an angry look. “Are you the king or am I? Do as I say, and turn back. I am hungry. A king cannot stay hungry.”

The platoon returned to the palace. Queen Kalindi was surprised to see them back so early. “Is everything okay, dear? I hope you are feeling well,” she enquired, with a worried tone.
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“I am just hungry. Please have the kitchen staff serve lunch swiftly,” replied the king. King Prasanjit gobbled up his lunch.

The king had a whole plate full of fluffy parathas with his favourite mushroom curry, some rice and dal, and gulab jamuns for dessert. After this hearty meal, he began to feel drowsy and went off for his afternoon nap.

This continued in the days and weeks that followed. King Prasanjit began to love his food more and more each day, tucking heartily into each meal. Now it wasn’t just the mushroom curry he craved. He asked for all sorts of delicacies to be made every day and stuffed himself at every meal, falling asleep quickly after.

All this extra food and lack of exercise meant that the king began to put on weight. Extra layers began to appear around his tummy, below his chin and under his arms. But the king did not care. His love for food was growing by leaps and bounds, day by day.
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Suddenly it seemed that this was all he cared about. With each passing day, he spent more and more hours eating and napping. He hardly seemed to attend to any matters of state or to spend time with Kalindi and Vajira. When his chief soldier would come in and ask him if he wanted to go out chasing horses or surveying the kingdom, he would refuse saying, “Oh, it’s time for my next meal. Let’s go another time.”

The king had transformed into a person that his family and subjects could not recognise. Everyone was most worried.

One day, the king’s Chief Minister came in and excitedly announced, “Maharaj, we are blessed. It is indeed a lucky day for our kingdom. The great teacher Gautam Buddha and his group of monks and followers are here at the outskirts of our kingdom. He has agreed to hold a special sermon tomorrow for you and your family members along with the ministers, courtiers and people of our kingdom.”

King Prasanjit and Queen Kalindi were delighted to hear this. The king immediately sent his regards to the Buddha along with fruits and sweets for the monks.

The next afternoon almost everyone who mattered gathered around the peepal tree where the Buddha sat, sharing his wisdom. Everyone listened attentively because this really was the chance of a lifetime.

Everyone, that is, except King Prasanjit. Before leaving the palace, in anticipation of a long afternoon, he had eaten a BIG lunch. He was stuffed. Sitting there in the quiet atmosphere listening to the Buddha, he began to feel drowsy. He really did not want to miss the words of such a great man. In order to stay awake, he started to pinch himself. Buddha, who had his eyes on every single person in the congregation, noticed this.
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At the end of the discourse, when the king went forward to touch Buddha’s feet and seek his blessings, Buddha asked, “Why are you so sleepy, Maharaj? Did you not sleep well at night?”

An embarrassed King Prasanjit replied, “Oh wise one, I am so sorry. I had lunch before I came here and I always feel uncomfortable after a meal.”

Buddha replied, “Oh, that’s an easy one. If you feel sleepy after a meal, it means you ate too much. A man who eats too much and sleeps too much will never be able to accomplish much in his lifetime. You have to observe moderation and balance in your eating. Memorise these words.”
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Before Buddha could utter the words, King Prasanjit lowered his head and sheepishly said, “Pardon me, oh noble one. My memory is not as good as it used to be.”

Buddha replied, “That too is a result of overeating and oversleeping. Never mind, your nephew Sudarshan will memorize the verse and recite it for you, whenever needed.”

Sudarshan bent forward and Buddha whispered the verse to him in his ears.
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Both the king and Sudarshan touched Buddha’s feet, and then returned to the palace.
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Back at the palace, it was soon dinner time. The royal chef brought out the twelve different dishes that had been made specially for the king. King Prasanjit tucked into the food immediately. He took a short break to look up and ask for a second helping, when Sudarshan spoke up, repeating the verse the Buddha had whispered to him, “One who eats in moderation and stops before he is full, enjoys good health, vitality and wisdom for all his days.”

Upon hearing these words from Sudarshan, King Prasanjit put the morsel of food he held in his hand back into his thali and declared, “Enough. I will not have any more.” Queen Kalindi, Princess Vajira and the king’s helpers were all shocked.
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But this was not a one-time occurrence. At each meal, as soon as the king asked for a second helping or another course, Sudarshan would softly repeat the words, “One who eats in moderation and stops before he is full, enjoys good health, vitality and wisdom for all his days.”

As soon as he would hear these words, King Prasanjit would instantly stop eating. As he started eating less, the extra layers around his tummy, chin and arms began to vanish.
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He also began to feel less drowsy after lunch, and stopped sleeping in the daytime. He was beginning to feel energetic, bright and cheerful once again. He started waking early each morning, tending to his roses, walking in the gardens with the queen, talking to his parrot, Shree Totaramji, and playing chess with Princess Vajira. Most importantly, he once again began to get interested in the matters of the kingdom.

One day, the unthinkable happened. King Prasanjit sat down to lunch. Guess what was on the menu? His favourite mushroom and onion curry. The chef had placed a massive bowl in front of the king with a mountain of puris. To his shock, King Prasanjit declared the curry was delicious, ate two puris with the curry, and then stopped.

A delighted Sudarshan said, “Your Highness, today you didn’t even need me to cite the verse. You stopped on your own. I’d better find other jobs for myself now.”

King Prasanjit replied, beaming, “Yes, my dear Sudarshan. The wise Buddha taught me a most valuable lesson.”

The next day, the king, Sudarshan and the hunting party were ready at daybreak. They spent a fabulous day in the jungle, chasing wild horses and tending to injured deer and birds. They returned to the palace at dusk, tired but happy. Giving Princess Vajira a hug, the king said, “I had a wonderful time. We brought home nearly 50 wild horses and took care of almost 25 injured animals and birds.”

Hearing this, Queen Kalindi remarked, “Maharaj, I am so happy that you are cheerful, considerate and contented once again.”

Embracing his wife, the king declared, “You must thank Buddha, Kalindi. He showed me the path of moderation. The path which has given me back my greatest possession - health, my greatest acquisition - contentment and its dearest relative – confidence.”
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THE MOST DESERVING STUDENT

Sadhu Purandara was a famous teacher who had over a hundred students in his ashram, on the outskirts of Varanasi. This gurukul was for higher learning so all the students were over eighteen years old.

The sadhu was growing old and he knew it was time to start training leaders and teachers who could carry on the good work of his gurukul after him. His daughter Kashvi was very intelligent. She had studied all the Vedas and the Puranas, knew all the sciences and was an absolute whiz at maths. She was an excellent teacher and all the students loved her, not only for her knowledge, but also for her kind and caring nature.

One morning, as they sat eating breakfast, the sadhu told his daughter, “Kashvi, I am so proud of your academic progress. I feel like you have learnt everything that I know. I am sure you will make a fine acharya for our gurukul after I am gone. But I worry about the running of the gurukul. Your attention and focus should be on teaching. We need someone to do all the other tasks to run the school smoothly. In fact, right now, you take care of millions of tasks, small and big, that allow me to focus only on the teaching. Once you become the acharya, who will take over this job? We need a karta; someone who will oversee the smooth running of this ashram.”
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Kashvi smiled at her father and said, “Baba, you really think of everything, don’t you? I am so lucky to have learnt so much from you. Yes, you are right. We do need to train someone to take over this job of a karta. It is such an important responsibility. I think it can only be given to someone who has studied at the gurukul, who would understand how we do things around here. It will have to be someone from our existing students, Baba. But how will we find the right person?”
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Sadhu Purandara replied, “Why don’t you make a list of all the activities that this person will have to do? Also make a list of all the qualities the person needs to have. Then, we can look at our students and decide who would be the right person for this job.”
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So Kashvi got to work. She stayed up all night and started writing, writing, writing. Often she would find that she had missed something out and would crumple the paper into a ball and start over. In the morning when Sadhu Purandara came into her room, he found her asleep next to a mountain of crumpled balls of paper. But there was also one final list which had all the qualities that the new leader needed to have neatly listed out by Kashvi. On top of that list was one word: HONESTY.

Later that day at lunch, Sadhu Purandara said, “I agree with you, Kashvi. A lot of qualities can be learnt, but honesty is something which we need to see in the person even before appointment. We need to put all our students to the test. Let us create a challenge to help us find who is the most honest of them all.”

Sadhu Purandara and Kashvi spent the rest of the day discussing various possible challenges. Finally, by dinner time, they had found the perfect solution.

The next morning, Sadhu Purandara announced to all the students, “Dear students, as you all know, once I grow too old to teach, my daughter Kashvi will take over as the head acharya of our gurukul. But we also need someone to be in charge of running the gurukul, a karta. As you can imagine, this is a very important and prestigious job. Which one of you would like to have this job?”

In an instant, all hands were up in the air! Sadhu Purandara smiled and said, “I am happy to see all of you want to serve the gurukul. But only one of you can be selected. So here is the challenge. We want to build a small animal shelter and hospital in the grounds of our gurukul. Here we will take care of cows, goats, ducks and many other animals. To build this, we need to have 100,000 gold coins. Now we don’t have so much money, so I need all of you to go and gather this money. Do what you need to - the challenge starts tomorrow and ends in 30 days. Whoever collects the most money will win the challenge and will be selected for this job. There is no restriction on how you can gather this money – it can be in the form of coins, jewellery or other precious metals. You can request your families, beg for alms or even steal. But it has to be done in utmost secrecy. If you choose to steal, then nobody must see you steal. You have to be very careful. Whatever you collect, you must give me in secret.”
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Now naturally, Sadhu Purandara did not plan on keeping this money. Kashvi and he had made separate cloth pouches with each student’s name. Whenever any student brought in coins or jewellery, they would place it in the pouch with that student’s name. They fully intended to return all the money and jewellery to each student at the end of the challenge. They would make the students return the money to the rightful owners. This was just a test to see how the students would act.
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The students were very excited and motivated. Since there were no rules, they felt free. They quickly realised that requesting or begging didn’t help them bring in as much money as stealing did. So, that’s what they all did. They started going to their own families and stealing from them. Soon they also started going into the neighbouring villages to steal. They would often go in pairs – while one student would distract a poor resident, the other would quickly go and steal whatever they could lay their hands on. Sometimes they posed as jewellery traders or gold polishers. They used a lot of creative ideas and began collecting a lot of money.

As Sadhu Purandara had instructed, they each went to him secretly every night and handed over whatever they had collected. Soon, they all began to feel very proud of their cleverness, their sleight of hand and their ideas to steal. The pouches began filling up. In fact, some were so full that the pouches looked ready to burst.
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It was finally the end of the month and all the students sat in the courtyard impatiently awaiting Sadhu Purandara and Kashvi’s arrival. They could not wait to find out who had won the challenge and who would get the job! At long last, Sadhu Purandara and Kashvi came out bearing huge trays with all the pouches neatly lined up on them. The student’s eyes raced between the pouches. Each of them was trying to guess which was the biggest pouch.

One by one, Kashvi picked up each pouch, emptied its contents, announced the value of the contents and wrote it on a board. It looked like she had gone through all the pouches on the trays, when to their surprise she picked up the last one – a pouch with just one gold coin in it. The pouch bore the name ‘Sudheeram’ on it. Everyone tuned to look at Sudheeram. A whole month and just one solitary gold coin! Some students started to shake their heads in disapproval, some others were whispering to each other and giggling.
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Sadhu Purandara asked Sudheeram to come forward. He made him sit at his feet and asked him, “Son, what happened? In 30 days how did you manage to gather just one gold coin?”

Sudheeram answered, “Well, I did go to a lot of houses asking for alms. But they weren’t rich people. Some gave me copper coins, some silver. When I exchanged them for gold, all I got was this single coin.”
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Now it was Kashvi’s turn to ask, “So why didn’t you steal some?”

“Because stealing is wrong. It is dishonest. How can a student of Sadhu Purandara be stealing?” he answered.

“But you were supposed to steal in secret. Nobody would have seen you, if you had followed the rules of the challenge,” explained Kashvi.

“I would be a thief in my own eyes. So it doesn’t matter if anyone else saw me or not,” said Sudheeram.

“But it was for a good cause. To help abandoned and sick animals,” Sadhu Purandara reminded him.

“Forgive me, sadhu. But according to me, stealing is stealing. Whether it is for a good cause or a bad one doesn’t matter. Dishonesty is dishonesty. Lying is lying. No matter how noble the project, I would never have been able to forgive myself if I had taken something which was not rightfully mine. I would be ashamed of myself if I took something which was not freely gifted to me by someone. Please pardon me. All I can contribute to this worthy, noble cause is my one lowly gold coin.”
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As soon as he spoke, Kashvi and Sadhu Purandara looked at each other and smiled. They had found the most honest, perfect candidate in the group to take over the running of the gurukul.

Sadhu Purandara then addressed the assembly, “Dear students, while it is true that we are building a shelter and hospital for abandoned and sick animals, it is not true that I needed any money for it. In fact, I have been saving up for this noble cause for over two decades. I have enough money to build it. This entire challenge was designed by Kashvi and me to see which one of you was the most honest. Now, I will ask each one of you to please take all the coins and jewellery back and return it all to their rightful owners before nightfall. Make sure not even a single stolen coin remains here in the gurukul. I hope you have all learnt your lesson. Stealing, lying or being dishonest is never okay. No matter who asks you to do it or its purpose.”
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“As for you, my dear Sudheeram, your honesty and clean heart make me extremely proud. You truly embody the values of my ashram. Not only are you a good student, but you have also learnt how to be an upright and good human being. I declare you the winner of this challenge. You will be taking over the reins of the running of this ashram when Kashvi becomes the acharya. Please start getting trained by Kashvi immediately. Within six months you need to be ready to take independent charge. This ashram is truly lucky to have a sincere and honest karta like you!”

Sudheeram folded his hands and touched his teacher’s feet, while the others students looked on dumbstruck. They had learnt an important lesson.



The stories in this collection are adapted from the following ACK original comics.
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Nandi Vishala

‘What’s in a Name’ was adapted from the story ‘What’s in a Name’ from the Amar Chitra Katha comic Nandi Vishala. Originally written by Kamla Chandrakant, edited by Anant Pai and illustrated by Ashok Dongre.

‘The Most Deserving Student’ was also adapted from the Amar Chitra Katha comic Nandi Vishala. It is based on a story titled ‘The Most Virtuous Student’.
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The Acrobat

‘The Dream Cot’ was adapted from the short story ‘The Perfectionist’ from the Amar Chitra Katha comic The Acrobat-A Collection of Buddhist Tales. Originally written by Gayatri Madan Dutt, edited by Anant Pai and illustrated by Dilip Kadam.

[image: Images]

The Cowherd of Alawi

‘The Invisible Sutras’ was adapted from the story ‘The Three Editions of the Sutras’ from the ACK comic The Cowherd of Alawi, written by Subba Rao, illustrated by Dilip Kadam and edited by Uncle Pai.

‘The Healthy King’ was adapted from the story ‘The Path of Moderation’ from the Amar Chitra Katha comic The Cowherd of Alawi. Originally written by Subba Rao, edited by Anant Pai and illustrated by Dilip Kadam.
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About ACK

Amar Chitra Katha was founded in 1967 and is a household name in India. It is synonymous with the visual reinvention of the quintessentially Indian stories from the great epics, mythology, history, literature, oral folktales and many other sources.

With a heavy bent on authenticity and meticulous research, Amar Chitra Katha prides itself on being the most informative and trusted storyteller for children. The stories in this series have been adapted directly from the comics for young readers.

Today, Amar Chitra Katha is a cultural phenomenon, custodian of more than 400 comics in 20+ languages that have sold 100+ million copies to date. Amar Chitra Katha is available in bookstores, online and across digital platforms.
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India’s rich tapestry is woven together by her stories. These tales can be from the great epics and mythology, or from the ancient history of this rich land. But sometimes the stories of the people, passed down from generation to generation – told at bedtimes and celebrations, in schools and homes – are the most astounding. These are the folktales that are part of the great collective inheritance from our past generations.

This series brings together some of the greatest folktales in the Amar Chitra Katha catalogue. Each book in the series is adapted from the original Amar Chitra Katha comics and aims to bring the reader closer to the thoughts and traditions that make up our country’s identity.
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About the Book

BUDDHIST STORIES

A king who can’t stop thinking about food; a carpenter who spends days, years, decades, working on a single piece of furniture; a disciple who hates his name and other such characters — all of whom turn their life around through Buddha’s wisdom.

A wonderful collection of stories filled with the wisdom, joy and simplicity that makes the tales of the Buddha so popular world-over.
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Adapted from the original AMAR CHITRA KATHA comics for the first time!

Amar Chitra Katha has been telling India’s greatest stories since 1967, with over 400 iconic comics from the great epics, folklore, mythology, history and literature. This collection brings you some gems from Buddhist stories, folklore and fables adapted for young readers like you!
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TALK TO US

Join the conversation on Twitter

http://twitter.com/HarperCollinsIN

Like us on Facebook to find and share posts about our books with your friends

http://www.facebook.com/HarperCollinsIndia

Follow our photo stories on Instagram

http://instagram.com/harpercollinsindia/

Get fun pictures, quotes and more about our books on Tumblr

http://www.tumblr.com/blog/harpercollinsindia
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