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In the Mahayana tradition of Zen, we practice not to attain special states of 
consciousness, not for our own benefit, or to become someone special, but 
for the benefit of all beings, without exception.  !
We begin by practicing mindfulness and learn about the precepts, and we 
arouse the compassionate mind of a bodhisattva.  !
Unfortunately, those around us and those with whom we interact are 
typically not doing this practice. So being mindful, being compassionate, and 
trying to be wise does not automatically result in understanding, 
cooperation, and friendliness in response, right? We are instructed in 
Bodhisattva’s Vow,  !

Who can be ungrateful or not respectful!
even to senseless things,!
not to speak of humans?!
Even though they may be fools,!
be warm and compassionate toward them.!
If by any chance they should turn against us,!
become sworn enemies and persecute us,!
we should sincerely bow down with humble language!
in the reverent understanding!
that they are the merciful messengers of the Awakened One,!
who use devices to emancipate us from blind tendencies,!
produced and accumulated upon ourselves!
by our own egoistic delusion and attachment!
through countless cycles of space and time.!!

This is a beautiful idea, but as we know, very difficult to put into practice. Because those 
who insult us or turn against us hardly bow down in response, or is this just my 
experience? Sometimes, in fact they blindside us with their judgments and criticisms. 
And when we get caught in the tangle of our own conditioning, the wheels start turning: 
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“I should have told him…” “no one has the right to talk to me like that…” “who does she 
think she is?” And we’re off and running. And you might find yourself thinking, rather 
resentfully, “The Buddha never had to face what I have to deal with. This person is just 
impossible! Did you hear what he just said? What would Buddha do?”!!
Actually, the old sutras are a treasury of answers to just those kinds of questions. Let 
me introduce you to a sutra from the Pali canon, the earliest body of the Buddha’s 
teachings recorded closest to his own lifetime. The language is a bit archaic, but I think 
you will grasp the meaning and then we can break it down. !!
!
Akkosa Sutta: Insult 
translated from the Pali by 
Thanissaro Bhikkhu 
© 1999 
!
!
I have heard that on one occasion the Blessed One was staying near Rajagaha in the 
Bamboo Grove, the Squirrels' Sanctuary. Then the brahman Akkosaka Bharadvaja 
heard that a brahman of the Bharadvaja clan had gone forth from the home life into 
homelessness in the presence of the Blessed One. [He became a monk and disciple of 
the Buddha] Angered & displeased, [Akkosaka] went to the Blessed One and, on arrival, 
insulted & cursed him with rude, harsh words.!!
When this was said, the Blessed One said to him: "What do you think, brahman: Do 
friends & colleagues, relatives & kinsmen come to you as guests?"!
"Yes, Master Gotama, sometimes friends & colleagues, relatives & kinsmen come to me 
as guests."!
"And what do you think: Do you serve them with staple & non-staple foods & 
delicacies?"!
"Yes, sometimes I serve them with staple & non-staple foods & delicacies."!
"And if they don't accept them, to whom do those foods belong?"!
"If they don't accept them, Master Gotama, those foods are all mine."!!
"In the same way, brahman, that with which you have insulted me, who is not insulting; 
that with which you have taunted me, who is not taunting; that with which you have 
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berated me, who is not berating: that I don't accept from you. It's all yours, brahman. It's 
all yours.!
"Whoever returns insult to one who is insulting, returns taunts to one who is taunting, 
returns a berating to one who is berating, is said to be eating together, sharing 
company, with that person. But I am neither eating together nor sharing your company, 
brahman. It's all yours. It's all yours."!!
The Brahman replied, "The king together with his court know this of Master Gotama — 
'Gotama the contemplative is an arahant' — and yet still Master Gotama gets angry."!!
[The Buddha responds in poetry:]!

Whence is there anger!
for one free from anger, !

tamed,!
! living in tune —!
one released through right knowing,!
! calmed!
! & Such.!!
You make things worse!
when you flare up!
at someone who's angry.!
Whoever doesn't flare up!
at someone who's angry!
! wins a battle!
! hard to win.!!
You live for the good of both!
! — your own, the other's —!
when, knowing the other's provoked,!
! you mindfully grow calm.!!
When you work the cure of both!
! — your own, the other's —!
those who think you a fool!
know nothing of Dhamma.!!
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When this was said, the brahman Akkosaka Bharadvaja said to the Blessed One, 
"Magnificent, Master Gotama! Magnificent! Just as if he were to place upright what was 
overturned, to reveal what was hidden, to show the way to one who was lost, or to carry 
a lamp into the dark so that those with eyes could see forms, in the same way has 
Master Gotama — through many lines of reasoning — made the Dhamma clear. I go to 
the Blessed One for refuge, to the Dhamma, & to the community of monks. Let me 
obtain the going forth in Master Gotama's presence, let me obtain admission."!!
Then the brahman Akkosaka Bharadvaja received the going forth & the admission in the 
Blessed One's presence. And not long after his admission — dwelling alone, secluded, 
heedful, ardent, & resolute — he in no long time reached & remained in the supreme 
goal of the holy life, for which clansmen rightly go forth from home into homelessness, 
knowing & realizing it for himself in the here & now. He knew: "Birth is ended, the holy 
life fulfilled, the task done. There is nothing further for the sake of this world." And so 
Ven. Bharadvaja became another one of the arahants.!!
Notes!!
2. Akkosaka thinks that the Buddha is cursing him — and thus angry — when actually 
the Buddha is simply stating a fact in line with the law of kamma.!!
Think about the quality of this teaching. The Brahman is outraged, directly insulting and 
cursing the Buddha. Does the Buddha simply become a doormat, taking it personally 
and feeling wounded? Does he respond by trying to defend himself? “I’m not 
responsible for people wanting to join my sangha! They do it of their own free will. Don’t 
blame me! Talk to your kinsman, he’s the one you are really mad at!” This would 
obviously not resolve the anguish of the person in front of you, and seems to agree that 
there is something to be upset about—just not at me. Such a response only colludes 
with the conditioning that creates the story and the outrage in the first place. The 
Buddha also did not go on the offensive, insulting and cursing the person in return. He 
didn’t try to overwhelm him with his power. “Do you know who I am, little man? I am the 
Buddha, the Tathagatha, the Thus Come One! Do you see how many disciples are 
following me? Do you realize how important I am? Do you know who you are talking 
to?”!!
The Buddha was clear, undisturbed, and yet attentive and caring. He never abandoned 
his position as a compassionate teacher. In responding, he used an example he could 
be quite sure the Brahman had experienced. It was not just any experience, it was an 
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experience of generosity, good will, happiness: the experience of being a host to 
friends, family, colleagues. He helped the Brahman recall his own generosity in offering 
food, drink, and hospitality to his guests. But if his guests do not eat the food, the 
Buddha asks, who does it belong to then? !!
When we make an offering of compassion and care, and it is not appreciated, do we 
feel disappointed and unhappy and insulted? What the Buddha says here is that our 
offering may not be accepted or even recognized by our invited guest, but in that case 
there is no loss. Why? Because that compassion and care still belongs to us. We have 
lost nothing. !!
And in such a marvelous turn, the Buddha puts himself not in the position of host, but 
the position of guest: a guest who does not choose to eat the food of anger and insult 
the host is providing, and thus they become leftovers for the host himself. !!
He has given the Brahman a teaching story in which the Brahman is invited to feel that 
expansive generosity and open-hearted care of a benevolent host and then the sharp 
contrast with the feeling of anger and insult that is politely declined. It is so clear and so 
economical that you have to marvel. !!
Unfortunately, the Brahman completely misunderstands the Buddha’s teaching and 
more importantly, where it is coming from. This, alas, is not uncommon. Ha! So you are 
angry after all! Let everyone witness that the Buddha got angry!!!
So, to absolutely clarify the teaching, the Buddha offers an instructive poem, which 
gives the general principle underlying the teaching, and the motive from which it comes. !!

Whence is there anger!
for one free from anger, !

tamed,!
! living in tune —!
one released through right knowing,!
! calmed!
! & Such.!!
You make things worse!
when you flare up!
at someone who's angry.!



�6

Whoever doesn't flare up!
at someone who's angry!
! wins a battle!
! hard to win.!!
You live for the good of both!
! — your own, the other's —!
when, knowing the other's provoked,!
! you mindfully grow calm.!!
When you work the cure of both!
! — your own, the other's —!
those who think you a fool!
know nothing of Dhamma.!!

The Buddha had been well-educated in his youth and was an accomplished poet. He 
used poetry often in his teaching, not to express some beautiful sentiment, but as an 
elegant and precise and memorable mode of expression. Here again the teaching is 
marvelously economical and clear. This makes the example widely applicable in many 
kinds of situations, don’t you think? Even if you have difficult remembering the 
Bodhisattva vow, you probably can remember the story of Akkosaka serving his guests 
the food they do not choose to eat. !!


