Breaking free:
It was the last day at the monastery for the many novices that had joined the abbey so many
years before. As young children the novices had entered the walls of the sacred enclosure and
now it was time for them to venture out into the wider world. Much had been the learning and
many had been the trials for the young masters, but now they had to re-enter the world and
experience life outside of the confines of the monastery walls.
As the abbey master was seated upon his meditation chair, placidly watching his young
charges prepare for their respective journeys, one of the novices approached the master,
‘Master, I am so afraid of leaving the abbey,’ he said. ‘I have lived here for most of my
life; I have learned many things and I would stay here to learn more if you would so permit.’
‘My son,’ said the Master, ‘the fear you feel is perfectly natural. If you did not feel such
trepidation, I would be most surprised. But your divine purpose lies outside of this hallowed
enclosure. What you are meant to do in your life cannot be found within the confines of these
four walls. The experiences that await you are not to be feared, but rather to show you who
you are and what you are meant to do in your life. Go forth, my son. Treat all that you fear as
an adventure and you will discover that life is rich beyond measure. The key to every
experience you have is to love every experience you have. Your fear will dissipate in the face
of such abundance.’
‘But Master,’ said the novice, ‘can I not experience the same thing here within the
monastery?’
‘My son,’ said the master in reply, ‘you could spend the rest of your days here in the
monastery, but at the end of your days on earth, you would never know what you were really
capable of achieving.’
‘Thank you, Master,’ said the novice, ‘I will endeavour to make you proud of me.’
‘My son,’ said the Master, ‘for what you are about to do, I already am … I already am.’
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The samurai novice
… and the young samurai novice was practising a particularly difficult martial arts sequence
one day. The moves were all the more difficult because they involved twisting his body in
such a way as to elicit the most amount of force from his torso. But alas, the young novice
could not make his body perform what his mind told him it must undertake. He kept on
falling over - much to his growing frustration.
The more and more the young novice tried, the more he fell, and the greater his frustration
and anguish at not being able to perform the sequence of moves that he had seen other
novices execute. Eventually his level of frustration mounted to such an extent that his face
turned red and his breathing had lost any semblance of balance and rhythm. In a great fit of
rage, the novice stormed out of the field in which he was training and down the road back to
the abbey.
As he was railing and ranting about his inability, a dog came bounding up to this young
novice in joyous abandon and in pursuit of a pat from a human hand. As the dog approached
the young man, instead of receiving a welcoming tickle on the stomach, it received a sharp
kick to the rear end that made the animal yelp and run away in pain and anguish.
Now, not far from these unfolding events, the samurai master was wandering down the
roadway and happened to espy the goings-on between the novice and the dog.
He abruptly grabbed the novice by the earlobe and proceeded to drag him over to the
nearest culvert; he gave the boy a ferocious scolding and a lecture about how to properly
respect and treat animals. He bade the boy undertake an extra three hours of practice each day
for the next six weeks until he had learned not only the art of respecting animals, but also
how to master the previously-attempted martial arts manoeuvre.
After the six weeks of practice and penance had been completed the young novice
approached the samurai master and showed him the perfect execution of the fine art of the
martial arts movement. After viewing the lad’s execution of the feat, the master sat the boy
down and said, ‘Novice, what has been your most important lesson from this whole
exercise?’
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‘Master,’ said the young novice, ‘not only have I learned this martial arts manoeuvre, but I
know now that I can do it better than anybody else in the abbey.’
After hearing this response, the master replied in a calm and even voice, ‘Son, you have
learned nothing. Go again and repeat this manoeuvre for a further ten weeks and if by then
you have not learned the lesson, I can assure you there will be further penance.’
‘But Master,’ railed the boy, ‘I have learned how to complete the manoeuvre in record
time and with perfect grace.’
‘My son,’ replied the master, ‘you have learned the manoeuvre, but you have not learned
the lesson.’
So, the chastened novice continued the additional practice imposed on him by the samurai
master. He practised and practised much more until one day, about halfway through his
allotted extra time, he became so fed up with doing the same thing over and over again that
he let out an audible expletive and set off down the pathway in anger and frustration. As he
was trudging down the road the very same dog that had previously approached the young
novice, once again bounded out from behind a nearby tree and approached the samurai
aspirant. Once again, as the dog approached, our young man aimed a great kick at the dog.
However, this time, the animal now much wiser than before and very cautious from its
previous experience, evaded the blow and managed to take a sizable bite out of the young
novice’s leg.
The offending canine, content that it had achieved retribution, happily trotted away to seek
out other adventures; the novice however, yelped in pain at the severe injury inflicted by the
dog. Considerably aggrieved and in excruciating pain, the young man made his way, limping,
back to the monastery to seek help for his injuries.
For a few weeks after receiving the wound to his leg, the novice was unable to complete
any of the strenuous physical activities associated with his cloister, and was compelled to
spend much time in meditation and reflection.
One beautiful, sunny day, the master again approached the novice and said to him, ‘My
son, what is it that you have learned from these experiences?’
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‘Master,’ said the young man, ‘I have been mistaken. The dog originally approached me
purely out of unconditional love and the desire to be friendly. It was I, in my frustration, who
reacted poorly to the animal’s approach.’
‘Yes, this is so,’ said the master, ‘but what have you learned?’
‘Master, I have learned that it is okay to feel frustrated and angry, but it is not okay to
inflict that anger and frustration on any of God’s other creatures, human or animal.’
‘Yes this is so.’ replied the master, ‘It is the true master that will know how to transform
the energy from the anger and frustration you felt into a benefit for other human beings,
indeed all of God’s creatures.’
‘So,’ continued the master, ‘you have learned a valuable lesson. It is a great pity that it
took injury and pain for you to learn it; but for now be thankful for these experiences and do
not repeat such mistakes lest the consequences become more than just an injury to your leg.’
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The Virtue of Virtues:
A bedraggled young urchin was found one morning knocking on the door of the monastery.
The day was extremely cold, for the chill of the west wind carved a niche into everything it
touched. The young urchin could not have been more than ten years old. His clothes were
threadbare and torn and it looked as if he had not had a square meal for nigh on many weeks.
His matted hair, filthy visage and sunken cheeks made it even appear that he was not of
sound mind.
Yet, as the monk opened the large oak door of the monastery, he felt an immediate
sense of compassion for the young urchin, and bade him to enter the sacred sanctuary. The
first thing that the kind monk did was to take the boy to the kitchen, where he was given a
bowl of refreshing broth and bread to satisfy his hunger. The speed with which the fare was
devoured was of itself a miracle to behold. It was at once on the table, and then it was gone,
into the ravenous mouth that had not seen such delicacies for many a day. The boy was then
taken to the bathing area and allowed to wash away the grime of many weeks of foraging and
rough living. Subsequently, given a clean set of robes to wear, he even gave resemblance to a
rejuvenated young human being.
The attending monk then bade the young man to sit in the nearby courtyard and await
further instructions as to his wellbeing. Some minutes later, the master Abbott of the
monastery  came  to  seek  the  boy’s  attention  and  talk  with him about his story. Alas however,
the Abbott found the young charge curled into a ball, sound asleep on the cobblestones of the
courtyard. In such a sound sleep that only the dead were more at peace.
The Abbott, with firm tenderness, took the boy in his arms and lifted him into the
nearest lodgings where he could sleep undisturbed until he was well rested and had recovered
strength to his diminutive body. Indeed, it was not until some twenty-four hours later that the
Abbott was informed that the young lad had awakened and had broken his fast with yet
another substantial repast. The Abbott instructed the attending monk to bring the boy to the
sacred  meditation  hall  where  he  could  commence  his  dialogue  to  uncover  the  boy’s  history.
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As the master Abbott sat upon his mediation mat, he bade the young boy to come and
sit on the mat placed in front of him. The master observed that the young man, although
diminutive and in obvious awe of the splendour of the sacred hall of the monastery, was
unafraid and appeared at ease in the face of such an imposing figure as the master of the
monastery.
‘Young  man,’  began  the  Abbott,  ‘know  that  you  are  safe  within  the  walls  of  this  
confine. No harm will befall you, but in order for us to tend to your needs, we need to know
the story  of  who  you  are  and  from  whence  you  have  come.’
The  young  boy  told  the  Abbott  his  name.  It  was  Joshua  …  he  didn’t  know  his  second  
name and as he told his story, the master became more and more aghast at the plight of the
young man. The boy had endured deprivations beyond the pall of any human expectation for
one so young. For as long as the young lad could remember, he had been summarily beaten
by his abusive mother. He was made to toil in the fields by his father from dawn until dusk
each day and, while his parents ate a reasonable fare most everyday, he was made to survive
merely on the scraps and remains from the table. He relayed to the Abbott how, unlike other
children, he was never sent to school, but had managed to learn the rudiments of reading and
writing from the books and literature he scavenged from the nearby refuse. The young boy
confirmed his story by showing the Abbott the welt marks that criss-crossed his back and his
legs. He then described how he had run away from this abuse, and with nowhere else to go,
he made his way the many a mile, to the doorstep of the monastery.
The  Abbott,  with  great  compassion  and  understanding  said  to  the  young  man,  ‘Your  
body is bruised from your many beatings – but these, in time will heal. Given time, your body
will recover its strength and you will grow into a strident and strong man. But tell me
young man, what of your spirit? How do you feel in your heart about what has occurred to
you in your life?
The  young  lad  pondered  the  Abbott’s  question  for  some moments, and then said in
reply,  ‘Master,  my  heart  is  full  of  gratitude  for  the  experiences  I  have  endured  in  my  life  for,  
in truth, without these experiences, harsh as they have been, I would not now be sitting in
your  presence  in  this  monastery.’
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The master was amazed at the wisdom of these words from a person so young, and
while  he  did  not  allow  his  inner  thoughts  to  reflect  on  his  face,  he  said  to  the  young  man,  ‘My  
son, I see that you have a wisdom beyond your years and it is with an open heart that I offer
you the opportunity to stay in the monastery as a novice. God willing, one day, this will lead
you to become a master monk. But be aware, this journey will not be one of pleasure nor
ease, but rather one in which you will traverse much hardship and trials  of  the  spirit.’
‘Master,  these  trials  can  be  no  more  arduous  than  many  I  have  already  encountered  
and even if I should try and fail, it will be a journey of joy and amazement that will be a
wonder to behold. I will learn my lessons well and apply myself diligently to the task of
learning.’
‘Welcome  then,  my  son,  to  this  humble  monastery  of  monks  and  may  God  be  your  
guide  for  all  of  the  days  that  you  are  amongst  our  fold.’
…  and  so  it  was  that  the  young  man  undertook  the  journey  of  learning,  both  for his
schooling and for his spiritual enlightenment. It was many years later that Joshua assumed the
title of master of the Abbey, after the current master passed on to heavenly realms. Indeed,
right throughout his life, he was ever thankful for the experiences he had as a youth and the
grand opportunity to join the monastery that the master Abbott had so openly bestowed upon
him in his time of need.
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The yoga-master’s motivation
As the yoga-master was sitting in his temple in the lotus position, the young novice
approached him with a troubled expression and a question on his mind.
‘Master,’ said the novice, ‘how is it that you can sit in meditation for so long? When I do,
my legs hurt, my back aches and my mind wanders to all of the things I must do. It takes all
of my powers not to think of all the problems I have, and even then I can only manage a clear
mind for fleeting moments.’
To which the master replied, ‘My son, when you can do something you love and do it so
well that it takes no thought to do, then you will have learned the art of mastering yourself.’
‘But master,’ implored the young apprentice, ‘how do I learn to do this like you do?’
‘Firstly,’ said the master, ‘do not do it like I do, do it in like of what you do. Secondly, to
do it in like of what you do, you must practise, practise and practise. That is why I am here,’
said the master, ‘to help you practise’.
This story, via its analogy, highlights for us the necessity of connecting with our passion.
To find and then practise something we really love doing, something that we are really
passionate about. When we connect with our passion we are doing something that we are not
only passionate about, but the doing makes us FEEL GOOD.
Consider that the feeling you would get when racing down a hill on a bike is exhilaration.
The feeling you would get when undertaking a community service is satisfaction and perhaps
the feeling you would get from knitting is peace. It is the intimate connection between what
we feel and what we do that allows us the capacity to step outside of ourselves and
continually practise our craft to the highest level of mastery. At the same time, through the
passion of our craft, we can re-connect the soul with the body; we can exist in a state of total
relaxation without the clamour and chime of our minds in continual agitation.
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