
The Story-cycle of King Shibi (Jataka Tale) 

 

King Shibi was a very generous king, who always gave whatever was asked of him. One day a 

blind man approached the king. “What can I give you, sir?” asked King Shibi. “Your eyes,” 

replied the blind man. Without hesitation the king plucked out his eyes and gave them to the 

man. The man revealed himself to be the god Shakra(1) in disguise, who had come to test the 

extent of the king’s generosity. He praised the king and magically restored his eyes, granting 

him divine sight, before disappearing back to his heavenly realm.  

 

One day a dove flew into the king’s palace and landed on his lap, begging for refuge. “I grant 

you safety, little bird,” said the king. But then a falcon approached and demanded the dove 

for his meal: “I have been chasing this bird and need him for my dinner! Hand him over!” The 

king refused, saying, “I have offered him protection, and so I cannot allow you to eat him.” 

The falcon was angry: “How can you offer refuge to this dove and not to me? I am starving 

hungry and will surely die if I don’t get my meal. Will you protect his life at the expense of 

mine?” The king offered the falcon all sorts of food but the falcon was not interested, insisting 

“I only eat freshly killed meat!” So King Shibi offered the falcon some flesh from his own 

thigh, equivalent to the weight of the dove, as an alternative, and the falcon agreed. “Bring 

out some scales!” cried the king. He placed the dove in one pan of the scales, and to the 

horror of all those around him he began slicing off his flesh and placing it in the other pan. 

But however much flesh he put in the scales, it never seemed to equal the weight of the dove. 

In the end, the king climbed up into the scales himself, offering his whole body in order to 

save the dove. At this moment the dove and the falcon revealed their true identities as gods 

who had come to test the extent of the king’s generosity. They praised King Shibi highly, and 

he became renowned throughout the world for his willingness to give.  

 

The Buddha told these stories about King Shibi to demonstrate the importance of giving. He 

identified himself as having been King Shibi in a past lifetime. 

 

(1) -  Shakra, or Indra, is king of the gods, and he enjoys testing the virtue of human beings. In 

Buddhism, gods are long-lived but still subject to death and rebirth according to their karma. 


