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Creative Vigilance




As a gift on my birthday, I think in 1987, Ajahn Anando generously
arranged for me to be able to visit family and friends in New Zealand.
At the time I was presented with the card, which had the gift inside it,
I was somewhat confused, and maybe wasn’t even sure it was for real. I
had not seen that coming. Ajahn Anando was very thoughtful like that.
Exceptional generosity on the part of many lay friends and supporters of
the sangha over the years meant that that was just the first of several
trips back to New Zealand. The same generosity by supporters extended to
financial gifts being given to my parents, since some of the supporters
knew that as monks we aren’t able to make such gestures.

It might have been on that first trip back that I met up with an ex-monk
friend, Mark Overton. Some years earlier, after finishing his medical
training, Mark had heard Ajahn Sumedho speak during one of his visits to
New Zealand. This inspired him to travel to Thailand where, eventually,
he took up the monks’ Precepts and trained under Ajahn Pasanno at Wat
Pah Nanachat. He then went on to spend a brief period of time training
at Amaravati, before disrobing and once again practising medicine. I
think it was on that trip that Mark and I went hiking together (called
‘tramping’ in New Zealand) in the stunningly beautiful North West Nelson
Forest Park. On another one of those occasions when he and I were hiking
in New Zealand, I recall how we had climbed a peak in the Southern Alps,
I think it was Mt Sefton; I took a refreshing dip in a glacial lake at
the summit before we walked back down again, and, on the same day, drove
out to one of the many lovely beaches on the coast of the South Island.
I knew the South Island of New Zealand was beautiful, but now I was
seeing it from a different perspective. At one point, as my eyes scanned
the forest that stretched all the way to the mountains in the distance,
I registered how refreshing it was to simply gaze upon the
un-interfered-with. Thank you, Mark, and, again, thank you, New Zealand.

The following year I once more found myself in New Zealand, this time
for a stay of about two months, most of which was to be spent at the
Vihara in Auckland, on Harris Road. Part of my plan was to try and spend
more time with my parents, who had moved to a retirement village near
Orewa, just a few miles north of Auckland.

Early on during this period in New Zealand, I also took the opportunity
to visit with my good friend Jutta in Palmerston North. It was
noticeable on that visit that something had changed for her. Up until
then, I don’t remember her ever having shared much about the terrible
suffering she had endured in Dresden, and throughout the Second World
War, but now she spoke more freely. She also shared with me how she had
learnt a particular breathing technique which meant she no longer felt
burdened by so much old pain.

It was inspiring to meet my friend in this new way and I was happy for
her. Whatever spiritual techniques she had learned, or retreats she had
been on, or psychotherapy she had undertaken – and there had been a lot
– nothing had led to the integration she was seeking. This breathing
technique seemed to be the medicine she needed. The technique that she
was now working with appeared to be a gentler form of holotropic
breathing as used by the Czech psychiatrist, Stanislav
Grof[1]. Jutta had earlier tried the Grof
approach and found it too invasive. Later, I believe, she spoke with me
about how people sometimes use this, and similar breathing techniques
such as rebirthing, in a goal-oriented way, and that she was not at all
keen on that approach. Her way was not necessarily looking to relive the
birth experience, or uncover past lives, it was much more here-and-now
and, as far as I could see, more in harmony with dhamma practice. After
hearing about the benefit she derived from this exercise, I was keen to
try it out for myself and she kindly offered to teach me.

The subjective experience that this form of disciplined breathing
precipitated in me defies description or explanation. Suffice it to say
that this technique, which here I will refer to as ‘connected
breathing’, along with a here-and-now, whole body-mind quality of
awareness, brought an end to the fourteen year long ‘holding pattern’
that I mentioned earlier began after my first vassa.

There are ‘how-to’ books that have been written on this subject, but I
would very strongly advise against trying it out alone. An enormous
amount of energy can be accessed and flood the body in exquisitely
agreeable ways, but that same energy can put you in touch with pockets
of old pain that you didn’t know you had. The technique is designed to
put you in touch with such pain, but if at the point of opening up to
it, you re-enact the resistance which caused the pain to become stuck in
the first place, you risk re-traumatising yourself and, in the process,
making your state of imbalance even worse. On the level of mind, we
might like to think we can handle it; the same as when we are on retreat
cultivating metta towards all beings, we might like to think that from
now on we are going to always behave in a kind and caring manner towards
absolutely everyone. But when we actually meet some of those beings,
maybe we find our emotional reactions are not quite so kindly after all.
So long as we are identified with our thinking, we cannot trust our
mind.

This type of breath work can be very effective in putting us in touch
with that which was previously out of reach. Somebody who has worked
extensively with the technique themselves, could recognize, during a
breathing session, signs that point to where and when old pain is ready
to be received yet is still being resisted. Then, hopefully, they will
be able to suggest, at just the right time, in the just right manner, a
change in approach, or perhaps a change in the rhythm of breathing,
which will lead to a deep letting go of that resistance. Once such
resistance is let go of, there is a chance we will have a much clearer sense of what our
teachers mean when they tell us to be practising ‘in the body’. Also, we
see more clearly the disastrous consequences of having betrayed
ourselves in the first place by abandoning our bodily intelligence and
taking refuge in thinking. I am not saying that everybody betrays
themselves and becomes lost in their heads, but those who do, suffer a
great deal because of it. In earlier times, the degree of dysfunction
that many of us are defined by these days would have been seen as a form
of madness. If we do find freedom from the madness of being disembodied,
there will be much gratitude.

Back in Auckland at the Vihara, I was feeling grateful for the support
of the Theravada Buddhist community, who had set up a rota of drivers
that took turns in taking me out to see my parents and then bringing me
back again. The same group took it upon themselves to make sure someone
was always there each day to offer a meal. There was a tradition already
established within their community whereby a good number of mostly Sri
Lankans, Burmese, Malaysians and a few Kiwis, would meet for chanting
and meditation each Sunday night. When there was a monk staying at the
Vihara, the numbers swelled. The quality of their interest in Dhamma and
the sincerity of their commitment to meditation and Dhamma practice in
general, was truly impressive. These were not Buddhist-by-name only;
they had a love for the Dhamma and genuinely wanted to make the most of
their good fortune in having an opportunity to practise it. Thinking
about them now, I still find it heart-warming, and I am very grateful to
have met them. In my experience, it is rare to find that quality of
commitment. Anumodana.

Other than the visits to see my parents, the daily meal and the
once-a-week pujas, my time was free, which meant I persevered with ‘the
breathing exercises’. I looked forward to my sessions each day, in the
same way I would look forward to food if I had been starving. It was as
if seeds had been planted a long time ago, but had not had sufficient
water or warmth for them to germinate. Now it felt as if many seeds were
beginning to sprout. A new kind of hope began to emerge. Where I had
felt deeply emotionally and energetically obstructed, I now felt there
was great possibility. I didn’t know what those possibilities were, but,
with here-and-now, whole body-mind awareness, that didn’t really matter.
This kind of hope was not a naive longing, it was about being positively
oriented towards the future in a way that generated energy, which was
then available to investigate whatever was happening here and now.

Somebody set up a meeting for me one day to see a Christian monk who was
living in Auckland. When we met, he struck me as a dedicated person with
a strong sense of integrity. Some years prior, he had been working (as a
nurse I think) in a hospice in Saigon that was part of the Mother
Theresa’s community. During our conversation, he spoke about what he had
witnessed in a number of the Vietnamese patients as they approached
death. He told me that some of those who came into the hospice
professing to be Christians, had previously been Buddhists. He said that
when the end came near, it wasn’t to Jesus that they were praying; they
reverted to their faith in Buddhism. What he seemed to be telling me was
that, although these days I called myself a Buddhist, when it came to
the crunch, I could expect to revert to Christianity. What was good
about hearing that was that I didn’t feel threatened. Maybe I was
mistaken in what I understood him to be saying, and he was in fact
paying a subtle compliment to Buddhism, but I don’t think so. Feeling
that my commitment to Buddha, Dhamma, Sangha was being challenged like
that was helpful. What was about to happen, however, was even more
challenging.

One of the Kiwi fellows who attended the Vihara from time to time, asked
if I would be interested in spending a couple of days hiking along the
coastal footpath just north of Auckland. I jumped at the invitation. We
began at Piha[2] and walked south. I can’t
remember now, but I assume he had arranged for someone to pick us up at
the exit point. The description that follows of what happened during
that walk, is an edited extract from Alert To The Needs Of The
Journey[3] Chapter Two (p 15),



We had been hiking for several hours along the
coastal footpath; the weather was hot, and since the beach below us was
empty, it seemed fine to cool off in the water. What I didn’t notice was
that at the point where I chose to enter the water, the waves were not
breaking. Had I been better informed about such things, I might have
known that the absence of white-water breakers was a sign that there was
probably a hollow area in the sand beneath the surface of the water,
creating a counter-current that would pull anyone that entered there out
to sea; and being pulled out to sea is exactly what happened to me. My
hiking companion was still standing on the shore, witnessing in
desperation the situation that was unfolding. Many drownings result from
just such situations, when a swimmer is unexpectedly caught in a rip
current and reacts by struggling against it until exhaustion eventually
takes over. Initially, I did struggle, trying to get back to the shore
and out of the danger, doing what I was used to doing whenever I felt
threatened: trying to save myself. But I realized quite quickly that no
amount of fighting to overcome the current was going to work; it was far
too powerful. What did work, thankfully, was surrendering; I flipped
over onto my back and floated: no more fighting, but simply allowing the
current to carry me.

I spontaneously remembered the connected breathing; instead of
struggling, there was deep trusting and a whole-body sense of
surrendering habitual controlling. I found myself drifting out to sea,
floating and breathing. My head was filled with powerful conflicting
thoughts and images: of being eaten by sharks somewhere between Piha and
Sydney; of my parents being upset on hearing that their son had drowned;
of Ajahn Sumedho being annoyed with me for my heedlessness. But at one
point, associated with the effort to keep floating, trusting and
breathing, came the powerful thought, ‘Let the Buddha take over’: my
translation of Buddhaṃ saranaṃ gacchami – ‘I go for refuge to the
Buddha’. It felt like a battle was going on within me, between, on the
one hand, strong inclinations towards trying to save myself, and on the
other, an impulse towards trusting. The thought that I mustn’t give up
the struggle to save myself was fuelled by guilt and distrust, and when
I engaged it, the rhythm of the breathing became interrupted and my body
began to sink. When there was letting go of the contraction of fear and
trusting again, the body felt supported and I returned to floating.
There was no doubt about the intensity of fear coursing through my body;
I definitely did not know that I was going to be OK. At times it really
did look like I might not be. Thankfully, the intimidation of the
impulse to control was outshone by the impulse to surrender into the
breathing, to trusting, to releasing out of the struggle to save myself.

As it happened, the current did drag me out to sea some distance, but
then carried me down the coast and out of the dangerous area, and
eventually the waves brought me safely ashore. Once I was standing on
the beach again I was elated: not just because I was now safe, but
because I felt I had been given the gift of affirmation of practice. In
a modest but significant way, it felt emblematic of what it meant when
the Buddha conquered Mara.





Back at the Vihara, during the Sunday night Dhamma talk, I chose to
speak about my joy at receiving such an affirmation. I might have even
included some comments about what the Christian monk had suggested would
happen when it came to the crunch. Unfortunately, not everyone picked up
on my sense of gladness, and instead became upset at the thought of
nearly losing their monk. Later, when I considered what had happened, I
realized that talking about that experience in that context was not at
all clever. In fact, swimming in a place that is renowned for rip
currents, was also not at all clever; it was completely foolish. The
good friends and supporters at the Vihara forgave me quite quickly and
for the remainder of my time in New Zealand there were no more such
escapades.

The impact that the connected breathing was having on me was profound.
It did worry me somewhat, since the energy involved was at times so
dramatic. I didn’t want to start talking about it with everyone; it was
too important. Also, in monasteries, such bits of news sometimes lead to
ridicule or to becoming the latest fad. It wasn’t that I felt precious
about this technique, I just wanted time to see how it would develop.
Also I suspected I would sound evangelical if I began to speak about it
at that stage. This was the most significant aid for integration that I
had come across. I realized, though, that in its power lay its danger.
Perhaps I would lose perspective and go crazy. So I decided to let two
people that I trusted know about it, and then wait one year to see how
it settled. One person I confided in was Ajahn Viradhammo, the Canadian
abbot of Bodhinyanarama Monastery, near Wellington; I either wrote to
him or spoke with him on the phone. The other person was Tan Kittisaro,
and I waited until I was back in the UK before telling him. Obviously
both of them respected my wish for discretion, even if they couldn’t
directly relate to my experience.

It might also have been during this period of staying at the Auckland
Vihara that a somewhat rough and ready Kiwi fellow called Blue came to
see me. He was already familiar with our tradition, and was hoping I
would accept an invitation to lead a meditation retreat on his property
out on Great Barrier Island. He offered to make all the necessary
arrangements, so I agreed. Great Barrier Island is easily reached by
ferry from Auckland, and when I arrived there, Blue was waiting to pick
me up, on his quad bike. That was different. His house was only half
built but the weather was mild and the group who had gathered for the
retreat were friendly and interested. I suspect that already, by that
stage, Blue was intent on taking up monastic training. Either way, it
wasn’t long before he joined the sangha at Bodhinyanarama and was given
the name Kusalo Bhikkhu. From 2012 until now, Ajahn Kusalo has been the
abbot of Bodhinyanarama Monastery.

When it came time to depart New Zealand and return to Britain, it was
with even more inspiration and gratitude than before: inspiration born
out of association with the fine group of supporters at the Auckland
Vihara, and gratitude for this new skill to which I had been introduced.
Besides the hope I mentioned above, there was a new quality of
confidence, and an increased ability to trust and to feel without being
quite so defended, also a readiness to aspire. All of those qualities
contributed to what these days I like to think of as a state of creative
vigilance: creative, inasmuch as it is agile and interested in
investigating conditions from different perspectives – not a fixed
position or approach –and vigilant in the sense that it is a state of
aliveness, alertness, and somewhat more ready to meet what life gives
us. Perhaps in Pali it is akin to saddha.
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(Opening)






Gradually, gradually,

A moment at a time,

The wise remove their own impurities

As a goldsmith removes the dross.

– Dhammapada v.239









Staying in Touch




Another structural change made early on after arriving at Harnham was at
the monastery’s Trust meetings. I suggested that before the meetings
began, we might briefly check in with each other on a personal level;
also that we could start each meeting with a short period of meditation.
As spiritual director of the Trust I was invited to attend meetings but
didn’t have any voting power. The trustees were obviously interested in
how I saw things and regularly consulted with me before any decisions
were made. For the most part it felt like a functional meeting. There
were a few teething issues but they were eventually ironed out. My
suggestions to set time aside to meet each other before turning to
business matters, and the short period of meditation, were aimed at
avoiding having the meeting lose the connection with the spirit of the
spiritual life. All of us were there because we shared a faith in the
validity of Dhamma practice, but if we were not careful, concerns about
funds and future planning had the power to overshadow that faith. During
the checking-in periods it was helpful to listen as the trustees spoke
about their lives and the issues they had to deal with, and I think they
were keen to hear how it was for me, dealing with the day-to-day demands
of being abbot. I believe this small modification to the procedure of
the meeting contributed to our having a good and supportive context
within which the business could be efficiently conducted. I am glad that
slight structural adjustment was made and continue to be impressed by
the competence of our trustees. Some of them travel all the way from
Glasgow, Edinburgh, even London, several times each year, to offer their
skills. Without them I doubt that the monastery would still be here. And
it is a credit to their commitment that most of them have been on the
Trust for many years, thereby contributing to a sense of stability in
the community.


Living Together Harmoniously

One of the most oft-quoted teachings from the Buddha that I have heard
within our group of Western monasteries is from the Aparihaniya
Sutta[1], ‘As long as the monks meet
often, meet a great deal, their growth can be expected, not their
decline. As long as the monks meet in harmony, adjourn from their
meetings in harmony, and conduct Sangha business in harmony, their
growth can be expected, not their decline…’ These two sentences appear
at the beginning of a discourse by the Buddha in which he lists the
seven causes for the growth (or decline) of the sangha. These words, and
those of Tan Ajahn Chah, on how to live together in harmony, have no
doubt informed the ways in which our communities outside of Thailand
have taken shape.

Throughout the 1980’s and 1990’s branch monasteries continued to be
established. By the year 2000, five monasteries[2] had been started in Britain, two more on continental
Europe, one in the US, one in Australia and one in New Zealand. The
significance of the teachings quoted above was becoming increasingly
evident, not just because of that cluster of disrobings which occurred
towards the beginning of the 1990’s, but also because the greater the
number of branch monasteries, the more complex our community became. We
needed each other to help with navigating the complexities.

To this end, the monasteries under Ajahn Sumedho’s immediate auspices –
Cittaviveka, Amaravati, Aruna Ratanagiri, Hartridge, Dhammapala,
Santacittarama – formed a body called the Elders’ Council Meeting (ECM).
As the number of residents at this group of six monasteries increased,
so did the number of issues calling for attention. When this body was
first formed it was referred to as the Abbots’ Meeting and, as the name
suggests, comprised the abbots of the six monasteries. This initial
Abbots’ Meeting then morphed into the Theras’ and Theris’ Meeting (to
accommodate senior nuns) and eventually into the ECM. These days, in the
latter formation, if a community has four or more samanas resident,
then a second representative of that community (so long as they have
eight or more vassa) can also attend meetings. This structure introduced
a helpful element of community representation – it wasn’t just the
abbots and perhaps their deputy – the second representative was to be
someone whom the community had elected.

As I already explained when describing the 1993 gathering at Wat Pah
Nanachat, consensus is the underlying principle when it comes to
decision-making. The ECM has been meeting twice a year now, for nearly
fifteen years, and I can’t recall any decision ever having been made on
the basis of a vote. I can recall our deciding to delay making a
decision and give each other more time to consider the matter being
discussed. Each meeting has an agenda which is supposed to be shared
with community members in advance of the meeting, and a synopsis of the
meeting is then to be reported back to each community afterwards. Any
committed community member is entitled to submit a topic for discussion
at an ECM.

This present structure of the ECM works well in terms of helping us all
stay in touch. Many of the issues we deal with might not appear to be of
world-shattering significance; however it can be over apparently very
small matters that community members fall out with each other. Even in
the time of the Buddha, communities of monks had major disputes over
matters that, from the outside, looked very minor. If a schism does
arise within the sangha it is considered extremely unfortunate; all
community members are encouraged to go to great lengths to try and avoid
it happening in the first place. Our ECM gatherings serve well the need
to maintain open channels of communication between our communities. So
far, this has meant that when difficult issues do appear, we already
have the means in place for handling them.

Regarding the larger world-wide community, as already mentioned, these
days there are fifteen Branch Monasteries[3], including Wat Pah Nanachat, who maintain a connection with
each other and aim at offering mutual support. The structure of the
meetings and the degree of interaction is continually evolving, not
least because those leading the various communities keep changing. The
first generation of elders who trained under Tan Ajahn Chah are now
stepping back and taking a much less hands-on role in our communities.

Also, as technological communication becomes more efficient, questions
are being asked about whether we really need to keep meeting quite so
often, with us all travelling to the same location. The recent v-BAM
(virtual Branch Abbots’ Meeting) was very successful in terms of being
able to talk with each other and reach decisions on matters such as
ascribing official ‘Branch’ status to a new monastery, but the
opportunities such virtual meetings provide are minimal compared to
those provided when we are actually together in the same place. Much of
the benefit of the ‘same location’ meetings come not from those periods
spent sitting around going through agenda items, but in between, over
tea or when going for walks in twos and threes. These days there are
also questions being asked about our contribution to environmental
degradation through the use of air travel, maintaining standards of
modesty, and the physical strain involved with international travel.

The nexus within our world-wide communities is generated by our shared
interest in concord. Because of that interest we are motivated to stay
in touch, which, in turn, maintains the channels of communication
necessary for handling the questions that keep arising. Nobody knows how
human society is going to develop over the next few decades, and for the
monastic sangha to survive, in my opinion, cooperation is not just nice,
it is truly essential.



Our Neighbours

Returning now to the dynamics within our small community on Harnham
Hill, it is clearly important that we remain mindful of the
relationships between monastic residents, but it also matters that we
are alert to how we are perceived by our neighbours. Our neighbours are
not likely to feel drawn to understanding the teachings of the Buddha if
they feel threatened by us.

When first I arrived in this community, it quickly became apparent that
some of the locals were very happy to have us here, while others were
not quite so delighted. For example, we always felt welcome when, once a
week, community members went on alms-round to the nearby village of
Whalton. Gwenda Gofton, the wife of Canon Gofton, the vicar of Whalton,
was usually working at the Village Hall when the monks arrived, and
would regularly offer a tin of beans or some bread into the alms-bowls.
Most times, the caretaker of the hall, who lived next door, would then
invite the monks in for a cup of tea and a biscuit before also placing
offerings in the bowls. Once a year, around Christmas, our whole
community was invited to the Vicarage for a meal. Gwenda had gone out of
her way to learn how to properly pronounce the Thai words for addressing
members of the sangha and would warmly greet us at the door with her
hands raised in añjali. She and her husband couldn’t have been more
friendly. When he was younger, Canon Gofton had lived as a monk in an
Anglican monastery, and it was clear from our conversations that he felt
an affinity with what we were doing. Those Christmas meals and the
conversations were a joy.

Generally on Christmas Eve, several sangha members would walk to the
nearby Bolam church[4] for the midnight service.
At that time of year people seem to be a bit more relaxed and allow
their sense of reserve to drop. The majority of the local people
appeared happy that we made the effort to turn up for that traditional
event.

Not everyone approved of the vicar of Whalton associating himself with
us. On one occasion (before I arrived here) when Canon Gofton had
generously offered to drive the monks back to the monastery, his car was
involved in a serious accident requiring an air ambulance. A car
approaching from the opposite direction had cut the corner causing a
near head-on collision. Some of the parishioners apparently interpreted
the accident as a sign confirming their beliefs that their vicar should
keep his distance from us. Fortunately nobody was too seriously injured,
but we did introduce a new agreement whereby monks travelling in cars
must store their bowls in the boot and not hold them on their laps. I
think the worst injury on that occasion was to the chest of one of the
monks from the impact of his bowl that he was holding. Thankfully the
incident did nothing to compromise the rewarding relationship between
the monastery and Canon and Gwenda Gofton.

Another of our near neighbours was David Robson who owned one of the
largest farms in the immediate vicinity. I understand his family is
known to have been in the area for several hundred years. David and his
wife Charlotte were always very welcoming. Whenever the monastery was
holding a festival we would ring them up to let them know, and they
would generally allow us to use their fields for parking. We made a
point of sending them a card afterwards by way of appreciation.

We also made a point of sending out a greeting card each New Year, to
them and our other neighbours, to let them know that we didn’t take them
for granted. Even when it looks like everyone is getting along alright
together, it is useful to check that we are not taking each other for
granted. Regular reaffirmation of friendliness can be like watering a
houseplant: without it, there is a chance the plant will wither and die.



Group Dynamics

Over the years, there have been monks who have come to live here who
have suggested that we ought to introduce group meetings which give
sangha members an opportunity to talk openly about how they are feeling
about themselves, each other and the monastery. As I wrote much earlier
on in these notes, I am somewhat familiar with such group activities. I
am also familiar with what the Buddha had to say about the supportive
conditions that need to be in place before offering critical feedback to
others. In my experience, even when a meeting is ostensibly about
sharing where individuals might be at within themselves, it easily ends
up with things being said that cause more harm than good. I am not
suggesting this is the intention, but it can be the effect. The Buddha
spoke about this, saying that before we point out someone else’s faults,
we should check to see if it is the right time, the right place, using
the right words, and that we speak with the right motivation. In my
view, it is unlikely that, without very skilful facilitation, a sizeable
group of monks are all going to be in that sort of space at the same
time. Unfortunately I have witnessed elsewhere how, when not handled
well, such meetings taking place within the sangha have caused
considerable emotional injury. Accordingly I tend to be cautious about
them.

That does not mean I hold to a fixed position on all such group
meetings. From what I have heard, several of our communities do hold
such meetings and it may well be that they are skilfully facilitated and
support community concord. If community members all share an interest in
being part of such a meeting, and they are equipped with a similar
understanding of the process, and they have sufficient skill in
exercising non-aggressive speech – then yes, I can well imagine that
they could be constructive.

In the past I have personally benefited from participating in
psychotherapeutic style group meetings, but not with people with whom I
have been living seven days a week. Some of the group work that sangha
members have suggested is designed for people who want to put time
aside, step out of their usual living environment, and pay money with
the expectation they are going to be helped to solve a problem. That
might work well in those cases. However, as far as I am concerned, the culture of the
contemplative community that we are living in here is predicated not on
goal-oriented ambitions, but rather on trusting that conflicts can
resolve themselves when everyone is cultivating the qualities of integrity, embodied mindfulness, skilful restraint and wise reflection. Even within
a community where everyone does share such aspirations, it is still
likely that there will be times when we want to speak directly with each
other about things that trouble us. Hopefully it will happen without our
projecting too much of our personal pain onto others. (I expect there will be more
to say on the subject of projection later on.)



In Touch with Nature

While considering this topic of ‘keeping in touch’, I would like to
comment on keeping in touch with nature. Most of the meditation
monasteries in Thailand are to be found in forested areas, not in
cities. The majority of monks and nuns who are focused on developing
meditation are surrounded by trees and wildlife. In some monasteries in
the West, where the weather is not as mild as in Asia, we tend to spend
a lot more time indoors. I am not saying this is necessarily an
obstacle, just that we should be careful.

In recent years a lot has been written about the Japanese practice of
‘Forest Bathing’[5]. Here at Harnham we
probably don’t approach the exercise of intentionally walking in nature
with the same refined degree of appreciation, however we are intent on
cultivating a nature reserve for the purposes of increased well-being.
Penny, a long-time good friend of all of our monasteries in Britain,
trained in ecology and we have benefited greatly over the years from her
counsel. When Harnham Lake became part of the monastery in 2010, the
surrounding land was nearly all covered in grass and the soil was
saturated with fertilizer. Thanks to Penny’s skilful guidance, in only a
few years that land has been turned into a rich and diverse woodland
with beautiful pockets of wildflowers. It is an excellent location for
nature walks and, perhaps in a few more years as the trees get bigger,
will even be suitable for forest bathing. It is already a great location
for three meditation huts.

Whatever shifts in understanding we might experience while sitting
meditation, the process of integrating those new understandings calls
for mindful movement of the body. Our muscles, our nervous system, our
breath, have all been conditioned over the years by the activity of our
deluded personalities. As we hopefully grow out of our old ways of
compulsive self-centredness, and into more mindful and embodied
awareness, those conditioned pathways of our body’s energy need to
adjust. Physical exercise and spending time in nature can help in that.

For many of us, when we first encounter meditation techniques we are
already suffering the condition of being misidentified with the thinking
mind – in other words, we are disembodied. If we are fortunate, our
teachers will point out the risks of meditating in ways which can lead
to losing touch with our bodies even more. Possibly you might have read
the traditional Buddhist scriptures and think that the Buddha taught we
should contemplate the loathsomeness of our bodies so as to let go of
them; but you should also know that the Buddha laid considerable
emphasis on mindfulness of the body and bodily movement. If we are
already lost in our heads, then it is perhaps that aspect of the
teachings that we should be emphasizing. Without being well-grounded in
our bodies, we are at serious risk of meditation making us more
imbalanced.

Those who take up monastic training at Harnham are told that when it
comes to the way they use their personal time – when not engaged in
community work or group practice – they need to make effort in four
areas: formal meditation, formal study, learning chanting and physical
exercise. Just how they address the area of physical exercise is up to
each individual. Some might regularly perform a number of
circumambulations of the boardwalk around Harnham Lake. Others might
prefer to practise Tai Chi or Qigong or yoga in their rooms. Some go for
a longer walk to the nearby Bolam lake[6].
Particularly in the early years of my being here, when there seemed to
be endless difficult issues to deal with, almost daily I would walk the
twenty minutes to Bolam Lake, do at least one circumambulation, and then
walk twenty minutes back again. Often I noticed how different I felt on
the return part of the walk. Whatever aspects of community life had been
bothering me on the way out, appeared much more manageable on the way
back.

This same welcome sense of groundedness and feeling refreshed is no
doubt what used to motivate Ajahn Puñño to go out on long walks. These
days, like me, he also has physical limitations which means he doesn’t
walk quite so far, or at least doesn’t carry a backpack as he used to.
Even in the middle of our Winter Retreat, it wasn’t unusual for Ajahn
Puñño to head off, sometimes in thick snow, towards the Kielder
Forest[7] where he would find a bothy and
settle in for a few days. Whatever direct benefits he might have
received from his periods of meditation, I am convinced it was the
feelings of renewal resulting from spending time in nature and being in
touch with his body, that drew him out of the confines of the
monastery’s buildings.

If, for whatever reason, we are obliged to spend a lot of time indoors,
it is still possible to develop a habit of regular physical activity.
For a period when I was a young monk living in Thailand, I was committed
to doing the yoga routine known as ‘Salutations to the Sun’ (Surya
Namaskar). I would do it fast so that not only was my body stretched,
but also my breathing. I recall thinking at the time that if ever I
found myself leading a spiritual community I would encourage absolutely
everyone to perform this routine daily. These days my knees don’t permit
me to do this exercise, but thankfully I have my Qigong routine that I
am confident contributes to keeping me healthy.

Keeping our body healthy and free from inhibiting disabilities is one
reason why it is sensible for all meditators to establish a habit of
regular physical exercise. The second reason is because it helps keep us
grounded. Anyone who has been meditating for a while, or who has perhaps
gone through a minor or major mental breakdown, knows how dangerous it
is to allow ourselves to become lost in our inner worlds. The third
reason for maintaining a form of physical discipline is that it supports
the process of integrating insight. It is one thing to have inspiring
experiences while sitting on your cushion, but the process of learning
how to truly live those insights can take time and a different quality
of effort.

All of us encounter challenges as we travel along this path of
purification. It is wise to equip ourselves in advance and not wait
until we find ourselves confronted by the demon of doubt – the feeling
that we are sinking into the swamp of uncertainty. Regular physical
exercise and spending time in nature are ways of readying ourselves to
meet these challenges.



Silence and Solitude

Before leaving this topic of ‘staying in touch’ we ought to consider the
place of silence and solitude in our practice. It might appear
counter-intuitive to raise the subjects of silence and solitude in the
context of contemplations on staying in touch with each other. However,
the truth is, as we might know from what the Buddha had to say in the
Sutta of the Acrobats[8], if we are not truly
in touch with ourselves, we will feel obstructed in our efforts to
relate with others. Conversely, when we are capable of meeting
ourselves, without being driven by habitual patterns of grasping and
rejecting, then we will be better able to truly meet others.

There are many means of learning to meet ourselves in our experience of
limited being, some upon which I have already commented, such as
physical exercise and disciplined breathing practices. Placing ourselves
in solitude can be another very effective way of highlighting those
areas of our character which we have been avoiding. For some people,
solitude and silence will be a rewarding relief which energizes them.
For others it could feel intensely threatening. For all of us, to
periodically put ourselves into such an environment – by way of
experiment, not to prove anything, but because we are interested in
learning about ourselves – can be productive. I emphasize ‘by way of
experiment’ because there can be a tendency to engage such practices
idealistically – blindly clinging to an idea that they are good for us,
or because somebody else did it and had such and such a result. We are
all different. Surely what is important is finding out what works in our
case. Dhammapada verse 160 says,



Truly it is ourselves that we depend upon;

how could we really depend upon another?

When we reach the state of self-reliance

we find a rare refuge.





All residents in our monastery are invited to make use of the meditation
huts down by the lake so as to experiment with solitude and silence. It
is essential, however, that nobody is ever required to do so.
Intimidating someone into spending time in solitude and silence can be
similar to pressuring someone to go into therapy. Similar to meditation
retreats, these upaya can support deepening of our practice, or they
can create further obstructions. Nobody should ever feel obliged to go
on retreat. The Buddha instructed his monks that imposing silence on the
community is inappropriate. Here we do usually have seven or eight weeks
of group silence, spaced throughout the year, but they are referred to
as periods of ‘noble silence’, and usually everyone structures their own
formal meditation routine. Since the encouragement to be silent during
those periods is nearly always honoured by everyone, I feel satisfied
community members are finding them beneficial.

One of the most basic principles of the monastic life is simplicity. I
think it was in an early publication of the Fragments of a
Teaching[9] booklet by Jack Kornfield,
that I read that Tan Ajahn Chah defined Buddhism as: ‘simplify your life
and watch your mind’. We might be keen on watching our minds, but it
takes skilful effort to keep life simple.
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Part 6 Integration










We Are All Translators






Truly it is yourself that you depend upon;

how could you really depend upon another?

When you reach the state of self-reliance

you find a rare refuge.

Dhammapada v.160





On this occasion I would like to discuss the effort that we are all
making in our work to translate the practice of Buddhism. Maybe it
hasn’t occurred to you that you are a translator. I would like to
suggest that we are all translators, in the sense that the teachings
which we have inherited from our Asian brothers and sisters cannot be
simply uprooted and then replanted in another place on the planet
without due attention to the differing environmental conditions. While
we gladly recognize there are certain universal principles in the
teachings, there are obviously also some aspects that are relative to
culture and tradition. So the manner in which we are taking up Buddhist
practice and the kind of effort we are making is our contribution to
this shared task of translation. This is as important as, if not even
more important than, the work of translating texts. Can we become more
conscious of our contribution to this task as we make it?

I have often spoken about identifying what pertains to form in the
teachings, compared with what is in the domain of spirit. Mixing up
these things can mean that we put emphasis in the wrong place, and in so
doing we end up with results that we didn’t expect. But sorting out such
matters is far from easy. The sparkling radiance of these exotic
teachings and techniques readily dazzle us, especially since we have
been in the dark for so long. We might feel contented to settle for that
initial bedazzled response to this new-found light. However, the Buddha
was consistent in his encouragement to not be fooled by the way things
appear to be; only after careful scrutiny should we fully accept
something to be true. The point of this encouragement was that we should
come to know directly for ourselves the benefit of the teachings. On the
other hand, it is not suggesting that we dismiss things because we don’t
see the sense in them straight away. So how should we approach this
matter of discerning the spirit of the teachings?


Discerning Essence

The point of our taking up the Buddhist Way is to find support for our
heart’s yearning to be free, and it is natural that we begin by
observing the way in which others engage in practice. But although a
particular technique or system has been applied successfully by one
person, it does not mean that it will work for everyone. It is wise to
ask, ‘What is important to me? What is it that is quickened in me when I
see a teacher, or hear a teaching?’ I like to think about religious
forms as being like conventions around eating. If we are hungry, the
point of eating food is to become free from the discomfort of hunger.
Whether you go to a Japanese restaurant and eat with chopsticks, or a
Thai restaurant and eat with a spoon, or a place where you use a knife
and fork, the conventions are not the point. The point is that we are
fed. So it is with practice. The point is that our heart is nourished. So our task is to identify what it is that is nourishing, and to
focus on that. This is identifying the domain of spirit. If we give this
task priority, whatever this might mean in our own case, then there is a better chance that forms that support the spirit will evolve rightly. Not to give spirit
due priority means we might be missing out on what is most of value in a
religious tradition.

Something we could miss out on is a creative participation in our
enquiry. If our translation is going to be relevant, we have to be
creatively involved with it. Yes, we respect the forms that we inherit;
we have to begin with learning that which has been tried and tested. At
times this requires that we simply do what we are told; at this stage,
learning the form is the priority. For example, if we are learning T’ai
Chi, we don’t question the master because the movements feel
uncomfortable, and then on our third lesson make some suggestions as to
how the form could be altered. No: although in the beginning we might
feel awkward and look a little silly, we simply learn the form and
humbly accept that it doesn’t quite feel right, remembering that these
forms are supports for spirit – in this case, the flow energy in the body. If we practise the form with commitment then hopefully we eventually learn to relax into the form. Then perhaps we will feel the benefit of the practice and we will be grateful.

So we are not dismissing forms. We take up the various forms of practice and wait patiently until we settle into them. Then we feel for the meaning behind the form, which is what I am referring to as the 'spirit'. Once we are familiar with spirit, that becomes the main focus. This way we will be better placed to change the forms if needed without compromising or obstructing spirit. If we attempt to adjust things too soon, based on our likes and dislikes, we could be creating obstructions.

A friend of the monastery relates a story about a valuable lesson he learned during his first year of training under an experienced cabinetmaker. Starting out on his apprenticeship as a young man, this
friend had been given a brand-new, top-of-the-range hammer as a gift
from his father. It was perfectly balanced, with a wooden handle – just
what an aspiring cabinetmaker would dream of. His master instructed him
numerous times on how he was to hold his hammer towards the end of the
handle so as to gain the best swing. But although a beginner, our friend
thought he knew better. If you are new at carpentry, it does feel easier
to hold the hammer nearer the head; you feel like you can be more
accurate. After a number of reminders, the boss one day took hold of our
friend’s beautiful hammer and proceeded to saw half the handle off,
declaring that since he was not using that half he obviously didn’t need
it.



Holding Rightly

We respectfully look at the practices that we take on, feeling for the
spirit. The teacher says practise this way, don’t practise that way. We
do what the teacher says but, as we proceed, we are checking and
feeling. We do not just believe. It is necessary to trust our teacher,
but trust is not mere belief. There is a big difference between trusting
in what teachers are offering and believing in them and their
techniques. Many of us came into this path with conditioning from a
different religious tradition; one which holds up belief as the whole
point. Such an approach cannot be applied in Buddhist teachings.

In Buddhism, beliefs are functional. We believe in things like rebirth,
for example; we believe that when we die we are reborn. But most of us
don’t know this to be objectively true. I don’t know that it’s true. I
believe it, but the way in which I believe hopefully means that if somebody
says it is all nonsense, then we won’t have to quarrel. I won’t need
them to agree with me. I choose to hold a belief in the process of
rebirth, but I make an effort to hold this belief lightly. The belief is not the end
point.

When our teacher tells us to practise in a certain way, we take this teaching on trust. When teaching about purifying our hearts from obstructions, the Buddha used an image of a goldsmith purifying gold. I think this simile could also be applied to the effort we make in purifying our relationship with the teachings; a process of removing the dross over and over again until we get pure gold. We purify our relationship to the teachings by cultivating enquiry and feeling into how they work for us. When we are practising various exercises and techniques and we find something is not working, we start having doubts. That’s fine. Doubts do not have to be an obstruction in our practice. Doubts can also indicate that the spirit of enquiry is alive within us.

Enquiry is something that comes naturally to us in the West, and we
should value it. This capacity for enquiry is one of the contributions
we are able to make to the task of translation. We shouldn’t
automatically assume that, because our experience appears to be
contradicting what someone else is saying, they are right and we are
wrong, or vice versa. We listen. We feel for what is being said. We
patiently enquire. And if we proceed with a willingness to go gradually,
translating everything we experience into practice, then I trust that an
organic and lasting understanding will be born out of our effort.

As we discover for ourselves what works and what does not, a confidence
grows, bringing benefit to us individually and to the community at
large. Discovering our own true way of practice is like finding a good
restaurant; the first thing you want to do is take your friends along.
My sense is that if we arrive at such confidence in a gradual way by
respectfully questioning as we go along, we spontaneously find our own
ways of expressing it. We are not just using other people’s words. Such
confidence will spill over – we might not even notice it happening.



The Two Orientations of effort

One way of illustrating this task of translating the practice is to look
more closely at how we internalize the teachings. If the kind of effort
we make is not coming from a place of confidence, not only are we
wasting energy, but we could actually be doing ourselves harm. I see a
lot of confusion in the way many meditators relate to the different
types of effort required in practice. There is sometimes quite a naïve
hope that by endlessly plugging away, doing what they have been doing
for years, something good will come out of it.

These days I feel convinced that there are basically two different and
distinct orientations of effort – what I refer to as goal-orientation and
source-orientation. For many years I tried to practise by having a goal
‘out there’ to strive towards. My understanding of the teachings as I
heard them was that this was what I should be doing. I received
instruction in various techniques, which were oriented towards
realization of this goal. The goal was called ‘enlightenment’ or ‘the
deathless’ and so on, but it was always ‘out there in the future’. I was
encouraged to make great effort to achieve the goal and to break through
those things that obstructed progress towards it. And even when the
words didn’t directly say that the goal was ‘out there’, that was the
message that I heard. Eventually I found myself in a terribly
frustrating knot. At one point I felt that my whole commitment to
practice was seriously challenged. Gratefully, with some help, I came to
realize that part of the struggle I was caught in was about the very feeling of
having to get somewhere. I had internalized a sense that I had to fix
myself somehow, change what I was and get somewhere else. Clearly it
wasn’t working, and little by little I started to give up. In giving up
I experienced a sense of beginning different sort of journey. Instead of the journey coming to a sad end, I felt I found myself settling into a new approach - one that felt more natural. And with this shift came a feeling, initially unnoticed, of being genuinely personally responsible. This was new.

This experience contributed to my developing a practice characterized by a strong
sense of trusting in that which already exists. This was altogether
different from striving towards achieving some goal. The effort that
this new appreciation spontaneously called forth was ‘not seeking’. My
attention was – and is – looking and feeling in this moment; enquiring,
‘Where and when do I decide this situation is somehow inadequate or
wrong or lacking?’ I found that I was able to notice quite clearly when
I was imposing on life some notion of how it should be, thinking, ‘it
shouldn’t be this way, it should be that way.’ My practice became that
of simply, but resolutely, being with this awareness. Now I refer to
this as source-oriented practice – in which a trusting heart intuits
that what we are looking for is right here, not anywhere else, not
somewhere out there.



Faulty Will

Many of us start meditating with a faculty of will that is not doing its
job properly. In trying so hard and for so long to wilfully fix
ourselves, we have abused the very faculty of will. Now we can’t help
but habitually overdo it and interfere with everything that happens. We
often feel unable to simply receive a situation and gently apply will to
direct and guide attention. If we find something that we think is wrong
we tend to automatically slam an opinion on it – that ‘it shouldn’t be
this way’, and then we set about wilfully trying to fix it.

For those of us who suffer this dysfunction, engaging the will as the
primary tool of meditative effort just doesn’t work. Whereas, if we
disengage from willing and abide in a mode of trusting in that which
already exists, trusting in reality and truth, if we simply stop our
compulsive interfering, then there is a better chance of an accurate and
conscious appreciation of that which already exists revealing itself.

If you follow a path of practice that is goal-oriented, you can expect
to have a clear concept of what you should be doing and where you should
be going. There will be appropriate actions to take for any obstacles
that you might encounter. But if your path of practice is
source-oriented it is not like this at all. Here you come to sit in
meditation and you might begin by checking bodily posture, making sure
the back is upright and the head is resting comfortably on the
shoulders, chest open, belly at ease; and then you sit there, bringing
into awareness the sense that you don’t know what you are doing. You
simply don’t know. All you know is that you are sitting there (and there
may be times when you are not feeling sure about that). You don’t hang on to
anything. But you do pay attention to watching the tendency of the mind
to want to fix things. You focus interest on the movement of the mind
towards taking sides, either for or against.

Usually when I sit in meditation I assume a conscious posture and simply
observe what’s happening; maybe the mind is all over the place –
thinking about the liquorice I had the other night at somebody’s house,
or about how it’s a pity the sun has gone in, or about how I will be in
Beijing this time next week, or about how the monks at Harnham sent an
email asking whether they should use gloss paint for the doors in the
monastery kitchen, and so on. Such thoughts might be going through my
mind, but I don’t try very hard to do anything in particular with them;
until I start to feel a little bit uncomfortable, and then I watch to
see where that discomfort is coming from. It is usually coming from: ‘I
shouldn’t be this way. I should be… My mind should be clear, I shouldn’t
be…’ When we identify that which takes us away from our natural feeling
of centredness, there is a better chance we will start to settle. This
is not the same kind of effort one would be making in goal-seeking
practice.



Knowing for Yourself

Most of us have a natural tendency to incline towards one of these two
orientations of effort. Some people are contented and confident when
they have a clear sense of the goal – that is where they are supposed to
be going. Without a clear idea of where they are going, they become
confused and anxious. Others, if they focus on the idea of a goal, end
up depressed, feeling like they are failing: trying to stop thinking,
they fail; trying to sit properly, trying to make themselves happy,
trying to be kind, trying to be patient, trying to be mindful – they
are always failing. What a terrible mistake! The worst disease of
meditators is trying to be mindful. Some quit, feeling they have been
wasting their time. However, if we realize that we don’t have to do
anything other than be present with an awareness of the tendencies of
the mind to take sides for or against, then a new quality of contentment
might emerge.

These two orientations are not mutually exclusive. It is useful to
understand how each of them has particular merits at different stages of
practice. In the beginning, to build up some confidence, it is necessary
that we have a good grasp of techniques. Even though we may relate more
readily to source-oriented teachings and practices, if we haven’t yet
found a foundation on which to practise, or if we have found a
foundation, however our life is very busy, it can still be appropriate
at times to intentionally make effort to exercise will and focus on techniques.

I encourage people in the beginning to be very disciplined and to count
their out-breaths, being quite precise in the effort made. This way we
get to know that our attention is indeed our own. We are not slaves to,
or victims of, our minds. If our attention is wandering off and we get
caught up in resentment, then we need to know that we are responsible
for that. Our practice, whether we are goal-oriented or source-oriented,
is not going to progress until we are clear that we are responsible for
the quality of attention with which we operate.

To reach this perspective it may be necessary to exercise a rigorous
discipline of attention for a long period of time. Yet we may reach a
point at which we sense that in continuing to make this kind of effort
we need to refine the techniques and systems to pursue a goal. But if we
encounter a deep conviction that to do so is no longer appropriate, then
we need to be ready to adjust – to let go altogether of seeking
anything. If it is right for us to make this choice, then when we hear
someone talking about their differing way of practice, we will perhaps find ourselves saying, 'That’s fine', and not be overly intimidated by their enthusiasm and conviction.

As we settle more comfortably and confidently into making our own right
effort it becomes easier to recognize the various strengths and
weaknesses of different styles of practice. In goal-oriented practice,
for example, it is probably easier to generate energy. With a clear
concept of what you are supposed to be doing, attention narrows, you make an effort to remove distractions, and you focus, focus, focus. By being so
exclusive, energy gathers; this way you readily observe yourself
progressing along the path. This in turn supports faith. As with
everything, there is a shadow side to this, which is directly related to
this strength. In being so exclusive you risk chopping out things that
could be useful or need to be addressed; there is a danger of denial. If
old neurotic habits of avoidance have not been addressed and you follow
a goal-seeker’s practice, then those tendencies can become compounded.
This is one aspect of fundamentalism. And despite popular belief there
have been, and there are now, Buddhist fundamentalists.

One of the strengths of source-oriented practice is that as we release
out of the striving and the aiming for something other than
here-and-now, a balanced, whole body-mind relaxation can emerge, drawing
on our creativity. We have to be creative, since by not excluding
anything, everything must be translated into practice. There is no
situation that is not a practice-situation. However, unwise creativity
can harbour delusion. If we are so happy and relaxed that we are getting
lazy or heedless with the precepts, for example, then we need to
recognize what is going on.

Another danger in source-oriented practice is that when we really do get
into a pickle we could feel disinclined to do anything about it. This
tends to happen because we no longer relate to structures in the way we
used to. Faith for us is inspired not by a concept of what we hope lies
ahead, but by a sense that what we trust in is already essentially true.
However, if the clouds of fear and anger overshadow the radiance of our
faith we can tremble badly, and possibly even crumble. In this case it
is important that we have already cultivated spiritual friendship. To
have the blessing of association with others with whom we share a
commitment to conscious relationship is a precious resource. When we
gather in spiritual companionship, a special feeling of relatedness can
emerge in which we rightly feel safe. This relative security can be for
us what concepts and goals are for goal-striving spiritual technicians.

As we progress in our practice each of us has the task of checking to
see whether we are moving into or out of balance. But how do we assess
how things are moving? If we are moving into balance, it means we can
handle more situations, we can accommodate states of greater complexity.
If we are moving out of balance, it means we can handle fewer and fewer
situations: instead of spiritual practice liberating us and opening us
up to life, it makes us exclusive and painfully cut off.

So it is wise to examine our practice and see if we can find the
direction we feel we move in most easily, which orientation of effort
comes most naturally to us, what sort of language works for us. We need
to prepare ourselves with the understanding that teachers of these
different approaches use different ways of talking. So listen to the
teachings you receive, contemplate that which you read in books, and see
which orientation of effort makes sense to you. Once you know, I suggest
you go with what inspires you.
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Hopefully you can see how this contemplation is an important part of our
contribution to the shared task of translating practice. May we all feel
encouraged to investigate the contribution we are making to this task at
this stage in its unfolding in the West. I like to think that our
careful enquiry will show up our weaknesses, individually and
collectively, and when we become quietly aware of our deficiencies we
will be creative; we will be able translators of the practice;
adaptation will happen where it is necessary and it will be in the
service of Dhamma. Possibly we won’t even notice it. We will just know
that the spirit of the practice is alive within us and that our hearts
are more at ease.

Thank you very much for your attention.







Jumping Sundays




One rare splash of colour that still shows up amidst the memories I have
of that drab period is the ‘happenings’ which were taking place in
Albert Park. This was 1970: London had Hyde Park Corner, San Francisco
had Haight Ashbury, and Auckland had Albert Park. Situated in central
downtown Auckland, near the Auckland
University campus, this handsome stretch of exquisitely manicured
gardens, massive mature trees and a Victorian band rotunda, provided a
great location for weekend get-togethers. I can’t recall for sure how I heard
about these Jumping Sundays as they were called, possibly through some
of the guys working on the dye floor at Holeproof Mills. Several of them
were members of the PYM, (Progressive Youth
Movement)[1], a radical
anti-Vietnam-war-and-other-things movement that was upsetting the New
Zealand Establishment. I think I was susceptible in those days to
feeling drawn by anything that looked like it might undermine the
society that I was busy blaming for my misery.

There was music, politics and probably early promoters of the
‘back-to-the-earth’ movement, also Hare Krishnas, and lots of colour.
Thinking about it now, those events did serve as a hint of potential
aliveness, which was helpful. A dreadful sense of darkness and confusion
was building within me. I had sought solace on a couple of occasions at
local churches – one on Upper Queens Street and another at Mt Roskill –
but I walked out of them both feeling more disillusioned than when I
went in. It seems that that is what we tend to do when we feel pushed to
our limits: we try things we perceive as having worked in the past. This
time nothing was working, though those Jumping Sundays did perhaps
quicken the spirit of exploration. To me they seemed to be in sync with
what Professor Jung had to say and what Marshall McLuhan was about. They
may not have provided the missing ingredient for which I was desperately
seeking; however, I would say they were a harbinger of hope.

The Vice President of America, Mr Spiro Agnew, visited Auckland around
then, very likely trying to muster support for their war in Vietnam. He
was successful in garnering support for street demonstrations and
generated a lot of ill-will. I wasn’t convinced though that getting
angry at Agnew or America was the solution.

This was also the time of Peter Fonda’s movie Easy Rider which
introduced me to the expression ‘doing your own thing’. In itself those
few words might not sound like much; however, for me that turn of phrase
somehow symbolized the momentum that was gathering within the
counterculture. On many levels, the ways of doing things that had
previously been considered acceptable had had their day - the old ways were being replaced. Despite all their
might, America never managed to win their war in Vietnam. Man was able
to walk on the moon, but here on earth we weren’t managing very well to
get along together.

Earlier I mentioned how I find reading and mathematics challenging. If
that hadn’t been the case back then, I might have stayed on at Holeproof
Mills. Now I feel grateful for those difficulties. Of course I wasn’t
grateful at the time; I really did want to feel like I fitted in
somewhere.

The despair I felt towards Christianity took me to the point where I
formally took leave from the church. On my Certificate of Confirmation,
issued by the Presbyterian Church of New Zealand, it is written
(presumably by me), ‘Now on the Monday 6th April 1970 denounce my
membership of the established church of N.Z.’ (The word ‘I’ was missing,
and it should have said ‘renounce’). It seems strange after all these
years that I still have this certificate. I recently found it bundled
with my old school report book and other papers that I believe my mother
gave me on one of my final trips back home. Surely I hadn’t given her
that certificate?

For reasons I can’t recall I decided to take a trip to visit my uncle,
one of my father’s older brothers, who lived about a hundred and fifty
miles south of Auckland, in Taupo[2]. I imagine
I was just trying anything to see if something would work. On the trip
back from Taupo to Auckland, something did work. I was hitchhiking,
which was a thoroughly normal way of getting around in those days, and
was picked up by a couple of university students. In the course of the
conversation we were having, I expressed an opinion about something
which prompted one of the guys in the front seat to turn around and, in
a challenging manner, say to me, ‘Don’t you realize that you have been
brainwashed to think that way?’ It felt like something hit me. The next
thing that now I can recall was arriving at my brother’s apartment in
Hamilton where I was going to stay the night. At some stage I started
writing down my thoughts, and I had a lot to say. They weren’t about
aimless confusion or rambling resentments, rather they were
observations. I felt alive again, and there were no drugs involved.

My brother was friendly with the two girls who lived next door, also
university students, and somehow we met up and I shared with them my
mood of inspiration. They suggested instead of using the word
‘brainwashed’ I could try using ‘conditioned’. That fitted. Just the
suggestion that thinking was a conditioned process, seemed to release in
me a lot of energy. At least that is how I now perceive what happened. I
wrote and I sang, in particular I sang along with a record of a song
called Look Through My Window by The Mamas and the Papas. What
inspired me were the words about letting go. I seem to remember that I
sang my heart out as I had previously sung hymns alone by the river near
Morrinsville. Those words resonated within in a way that felt relevant.
A big thank you to those university students and to the Mamas and the
Papas.

Thank you also to Leonard Cohen. There was a poster on the wall in the
living room of those two girls with the words of a Leonard Cohen song.
What a gift. It puzzles me how some people would find his music
depressing. Yes, melancholic, but so beautiful.
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Be Like A Tree




Edited and reprinted from Alert To The Needs Of The
Journey[1] by Ajahn Munindo

A guided meditation on: alignment, softening, broadening, listening,
receiving, the just-so reality.

Those who regularly read or listen to my Dhamma talks will know that I
rarely give formal meditation instruction. There are a number of reasons
for this, not the least being that we are all so different. It is true
that there are basic principles which apply to everyone – when we cling
we create the causes for suffering; when we let go we undo those causes
– but just how we arrive at letting go differs from person to person.
The suggestion that there is only one way to practise properly is to
underestimate the complexity of our human condition. And I feel it is
unkind and unwise to ignore the individual strengths and limitations of
seekers on this journey. I have experimented over the years with a
variety of formal meditation techniques, and also with body awareness
and conscious breathing exercises. What it comes down to, in my view, is
trial and error: we try to do the best we can and learn from our
mistakes. When our actions of body and speech are guided by a commitment
to a life of integrity, then hopefully the consequences of any mistakes
we do make will not be too serious. On this occasion, since it has been
specifically suggested that sharing what I have found to work could be
helpful, I am happy to attempt to do so.

When I first started out on this path, the effort I was making would
best be characterized as controlling. Compulsive controlling is what all
deluded egos love, and I was quite good at it. It suited me to hear the
teacher speak about sitting and walking meditation as exercises in
concentration. I was ready and able to apply myself with gusto to these
exercises, and I had some interesting results. The benefit of those
early efforts was evident in the enthusiasm I felt for pursuing the
practice. The limitations, however, quickly showed up when the initial
delights which come with the mind of a beginner faded away. To progress
beyond the fascinating new perspectives which manifest when attention is
concentrated required letting go of habits of controlling. A big part of
me didn’t feel so good about letting go. I liked holding on to ‘my way’
of doing things. But an ability to concentrate and control is not enough
when it comes to meeting the many and varied obstructions we encounter
on the way. This fits with what the Buddha teaches us about the Four
Right Efforts. To apply the same kind of effort, regardless of the
nature of the apparent obstruction, is not likely to be successful.

In all the different approaches to practice which I have tried, the
single most helpful meditation instruction I have received is Ajahn
Sumedho’s teachings on listening to the Sound of
Silence[2]. It was a relief to
discover that however compulsive one’s controlling tendencies might be,
the meditation object of the Sound of Silence remained constant and
undisturbed. Unlike the rhythm of the body breathing, which can become
irregular if we pay attention to it in the wrong way, the Sound of
Silence is always there, wonderfully just so.

It turns out, however, that even this practice of listening to the Sound
of Silence is not always enough on its own. It seems that for some who
use this practice, they can be paying attention to this subtle inner
sound, yet be thoroughly out of touch with the rest of the body and the
world around them. It is also possible to attend to this background
sound and remain very rigid in how we hold the overall body-mind.
Further, as a result of having been taught for years to concentrate, pay
attention, and focus, many of us have ended up with a very narrow,
cramped perspective on life ‒ our field of awareness having collapsed.
And all our efforts to fix our perceived problems can lock us into a
perpetual ‘doing’ mode; we are always going somewhere to get something
to make ourselves better. But addressing these symptoms of imbalance
does not have to be an onerous chore. I see it as akin to inheriting a
big, wonderful house which is in need of refurbishing and redecorating.
It can be a lot of fun to commit yourself to such a project.

When I look back over the years on this spiritual journey, there are six
key prompts or suggestions which have emerged as significant ‘signs’.
These six ‘signs’ or ‘prompts’ I find serve as helpful reminders and
support for an embodied presence. The recollection of these six prompts
constitutes what these days I would call my formal practice. A typical
session of sitting could involve intentionally bringing these six
prompts to mind and dwelling for a while on each one, and then,
depending on which point happens to attract particular attention,
resting there for an extended period; usually I settle on the Sound of
Silence. Having invested attention in these prompts during formal
practice, the mere mention of one of them in the context of daily life
can serve as a trigger to check the state of balance (or imbalance). So
this is a practice that we can take anywhere. No special conditions are
needed.

Perhaps I should mention here that personally, I have very little
interest in special experiences or special states of mind. What does
interest me is the possibility of developing a quality of awareness that
is able to accommodate whatever life offers: is it possible to be
buffeted by the eight worldly winds[3] –
praise and blame, gain and loss, pleasure and pain, honour and
insignificance – without being blown over by them?

The six signs or prompts are: aligning, softening, broadening, gently
listening, simply receiving and the just-so reality. Now let’s look at
them in detail.


Aligning

Establishing a sense of embodied ‘alignment’ is similar to what some
people do with ‘body-scanning’ meditation, but in this case we are
aiming particularly at a perception of uprightness and groundedness. Try
experimenting with suggesting to your mind, ‘Be like a tree’.
Consider how the upper branches and leaves of a tree are reaching for
the light, while at the same time its roots are firmly planted in the
ground, and both are absorbing essential nutriments. Recollect the
Buddha’s discourse[4] on meditation on
breathing in and breathing out. For those of us fortunate and agile
enough to be able to develop the full- or half-lotus postures, that is
good. But the rest of us may apply the principle of ‘uprightness’, to
whatever posture we are able to develop.

Meditating on this first prompt means cultivating a familiarity with a
set of specific points within the body which conduce to a sense of being
aligned. Begin with bringing attention to the area at the top of the
back of your head and feel the sensations there. Imagine you are being
lifted up from that point. As you visualize that, also feel your chin
and see if it is being tucked in just a little. Inhibit any inclination
to make it happen intentionally by using muscles. See if imagination
alone can trigger a subtle shift, with your head neither falling forward
nor tilting back.

Now, moving down the body, bring attention to the feeling of the tip of
the tongue as it rests gently touching the roof of the mouth behind the
front teeth. Remember this is an effort to ‘align’. We are using our
imagination to direct attention to a sensation. Once you are clear that
you can really feel the tip of your tongue, not just think about it,
go back again to the top of the back of the head, then return to the tip
of the tongue. Back and forth, slowly, gently.

Now move awareness to your shoulders. Bring to mind an image of carrying
two heavy buckets of wet sand. Feel your shoulders drop down, way down,
and allow the chest to open. When we are misaligned we easily fall into
a habit of stressing our tongue within the mouth cavity, clenching our
jaw, holding our shoulders up and cramping our chests close, even while
we are meditating! Not only do these habits compound the state of
stress, but they also waste a lot of energy.

With an awareness of the sensation of the top of the back of your head,
with a feeling for the tip of the tongue gently touching, with the
shoulders relaxed and chest resting open, feel for the weight your body
is exerting downwards onto the cushion or the seat where you are
sitting. Without forcing anything, allow the body to rock very slightly
forward and then backward, and then forward again, until you find the
point of maximum downward pressure. Visualize completely flattening your
seat just by sitting on it. This is exercising ‘aligning’.



Softening

Due to unawareness, most of us grow up gradually accumulating a backlog
of unmet life. Sadly, nobody has taught us the difference between
the natural pain which all beings experience, and the suffering which
occurs as a result of our clinging to experience. As a defence against
this increasingly difficult-to-deal-with suffering, we fabricate forms
of rigidity. If by mid-life we are not already alert to these defences,
from about forty years of age onwards a type of energetic rigor mortis
starts to set in, with a dispiriting insensitivity. Well before middle
age many people have already compromised their natural sensitivity, and
as a result they feel chronically obstructed when it comes to simply
feeling what they feel. Sometimes meditators wonder why, after they have
been making so much effort for so long, they are still so unhappy. Being
imprisoned behind these rigid defences against denied life might be the
cause. Softening helps with this. What we are aiming for is a softening
of attitude, but softening in the body is a practical and effective
place to begin. In cultivating conscious softening, try suggesting ‘Be
like water’ to your mind. When you gently immerse your hand in water
there is almost no resistance. This perception of no resistance
contrasts with our habits of struggling for and against life.

Now bring awareness once more to your head; this time feel your eyes and
invite them to soften. Imagine your eyes floating gently, comfortably,
at ease, as if they have been set free from having to always be staring
at something. Feel your forehead soften, feel your jaw soften. Feel your
belly soften. Being soft is not being weak. Flowing water is powerful,
yet it can accord with everything it encounters. This is exercising
‘softening’.



Broadening

From an early age we were told to pay attention and to concentrate on
whatever was put in front of us, be it a book, a monitor or a screen. No
doubt we became skilled at accumulating information in this way, but an
unintended side effect may be to end up feeling as if we had only a very
small, cramped space to live in. Our subjective sense of the world may
have become painfully closed and limited. At least in part, this is why
so many people reach a point where they feel they can’t take it any
more: ‘I haven’t got enough room to move!’ But this ‘room’ is a
fabrication, an imposition on awareness that we are doing.

This perception of the personal space which we occupy is not a fixed
thing; we can work on dissolving those perceived limitations. Using our
imagination, we can make an effort to expand the field of awareness. We can intentionally
generate a sense of broadening by suggesting to the mind, ‘Be
edgeless’. As an experiment, bring attention to the temperature of the
air touching your skin. Then imagine feeling a few centimetres outside your
skin. Is it possible to sense the temperature of the air around your
body? Or
experiment in the same way with sound. You can hear sounds immediately
next to you; now try listening to sounds a bit further away, then
further away again. Imagine listening and sensing a very long way away.
What we are feeling for here is the ability to relax the sense of being
defined by a perception of rigid, limited space. Using our imagination,
we can create an image of a field of awareness expanding beyond the
immediate sensation of our body, outward and ever-increasing, with the
suggestion, ‘Be edgeless’. We are interested in a field of awareness
vast enough to accommodate all of life. This is exercising ‘broadening’.



Gently Listening

If you can hear the high-frequency internal ringing of the Sound of
Silence, by gently listening to this sound you can discover a different
way of paying attention. When we send attention out through our eyes, we
easily narrow our field of awareness. We often equate paying attention
with excluding everything other than the object on which we are
focusing. This has its uses when intense concentration is what is called
for, but it is distinctly unhelpful when this way of paying attention
becomes our everyday mode of operating. It leads to an insensitive,
closed-off type of attention, not a skilful, sensitive attunement. If we
want to be able to see beyond the deluding stories that we have hitherto
believed, we need to be able to tune in sensitively to what life is
presenting to us. Being closed off and insensitive is the last thing we
need.

Turning attention towards our ears and listening, and away from our eyes
and looking, can relax the way in which we pay attention. Listening is a
360 degrees application of attention. Listening is less ‘doing’ and more
‘allowing’, less ‘selecting’ and more ‘according with’. To support
easing out of the picking and choosing mode, try suggesting to your
mind, ‘Gently listen’. Intentionally listening in this way to the
sound of silence is cultivating a new disposition or attitude towards
experience. Instead of always controlling what appears in awareness and
trying to ‘get something’ out of experience, we simply open to what at
this moment is available and willing to learn. This is exercising
‘gentle listening’.



Simply Receiving

When we have learnt to relax the way in which we pay attention and to
open ourselves to be available to learn from everything that life offers
us, this means we have already loosened our grasp on compulsive
tendencies to control. If we keep checking to see whether we are still
controlling, or still trying to not control, that means we are still
caught in controlling. It is only when we have grown tired of deluded
ego’s dishonest games that our compulsive tendencies to want to be in
charge fall away. We don’t drop them by trying to drop them. Letting go
happens when we see with insight that clinging is fruitless. This is why
the Buddha said, It is because of not seeing two things that you stay
stuck in samsara: not seeing suffering and not seeing the causes of
suffering. Trying to let go only perpetuates the struggle. Rather, make
the suggestion to your mind, ‘Simply receive’. Trust that this
receptivity has within it the potential to see clearly, to understand,
and that it is understanding which brings about letting go. Don’t be
afraid that cultivating such sensitive receptivity will lead to a kind
of passive selfishness. When there is such a quality of awareness, any
expression of selfishness is more likely to be seen for what it is: a
tired and painful limitation that we are imposing on awareness.



The Just-So Reality

What we are aiming at being receptive to is the just-so reality of this
moment. If there is fear, receive fear into an expanded field of
awareness and allow fear to be ‘just so’. If there is anger, receive the
anger and allow it to be ‘just so’. If there is wanting, not-wanting,
liking, disliking, receive it all and contemplate that it is all
just-so. There are causes for the conditions of this moment to appear as
they do here and now. Our task is to develop the quality of attention
which has the capacity to receive this just-so reality, honestly:
nothing added and nothing taken away. We are not programming ourselves
to believe in the just-so reality. As with the other prompts, the
suggestion to recollect the just-so reality supports honest, careful
receptivity of this moment.
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Encouragement

Over the years I have witnessed many meditators trying to squeeze
themselves into forms which clearly don’t suit them, so perhaps some
will find it helpful to know there is more than one way to climb a
mountain. Parents lovingly encourage their children to develop according
to their abilities. Alert to the individual needs of their children,
parents give them permission to experiment and to discover for
themselves what works. Wise yoga teachers warn their students against
using force as they become acquainted with the asanas. Hopefully, wise
meditation teachers will also tune into the abilities and needs of their
students, giving them the freedom to discover what works and encouraging
them to ask what is it that truly nourishes selfless confidence.

Thank you very much for your attention.
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Part 1 Taking Shape










Our Spiritual Toolkit




Arriving back at Chithurst I felt renewed and revitalised. From now on,
my practice was more about working with a quality of feeling awareness,
in touch with the body, a much broader perspective than viewing life
from my head. (Of course I hadn’t previously been aware of the degree to
which I was identified with my thinking mind). It no longer mattered
quite so much what the sensations were – gladness, sadness, joy or
sorrow – the task was how to receive them, how to allow them. Gradually
my ideas about what awakening meant were changing; now I was more
interested in ‘unobstructed receptivity of everything’, or ‘unobstructed
relationship with everything’. The idea of striving towards some
imagined experience in the future really made little sense to me. This
didn’t mean I abandoned all notions of a goal; it meant my relationship
with those notions was changing.

It felt as if up until that point in time I had been listening to music
with the bass turned down. Now the bass was turned way up! Aliveness.
Instead of trying to be free from painful feelings such as anticipation,
for instance, I was now interested in how to feel whatever feeling I was
feeling, without adding or taking anything away from it: learning what
it meant to be free to feel that which I was feeling, rather than
struggling to be free from certain feelings. The feeling of
anticipation, for example, is just a feeling; but there is a space in
which that feeling is arising and ceasing. The feeling is not ultimate;
there is also awareness of the feeling. Now I felt like I had a powerful
new tool in my spiritual toolkit: embodied awareness.

This new tool didn’t suddenly absolve me of the pain of guilt and
self-doubt, however. There were still periods when I struggled with a
sense that I was about to be overwhelmed by pain. Sometimes I would have
to tell myself, ‘Just because I feel bad, does not mean I am bad’. The
bullies of guilt and self-doubt, along with many other apparent
obstructions, didn’t disappear, but there now seemed to be a chance that
we could get to know each other.

As a craftsperson will have a variety of tools in their toolkit, so
those committed to awakening require a variety of techniques and skills
to deal with the many challenges he or she is going to encounter on
their quest. Since everyone is different in temperament and talent, we
need to equip ourselves according to our own conditioning. In my case,
it became very apparent that I had been seriously out of touch with my
body, so I needed skills that addressed that particular imbalance. The
breathing discipline I learnt that year in New Zealand helped.

So, too, did frequent visits to see a Vietnamese acupuncturist in
London, called Thong. That he was a Buddhist monk within the Mahayana
tradition and a Tai Chi teacher were also significant. For a period
during the Vietnam war he had been imprisoned, as a monk. After having
been released from prison he disrobed, and, before leaving Vietnam to
come to Britain, married and had a family. Once his family had grown up,
he again requested the monks’ Precepts. By that time Thong already had
an acupuncture clinic established in London and was well-known as a
skilled Tai Chi teacher. After many years, I continue to practise the
Qigong form that he taught me. And I believe I continue to benefit from
the many sessions of acupuncture and the traditional Chinese herbal
remedies that he kindly offered me.

Whatever understanding of the Buddha’s teachings we might have, if our
body is not in harmony, then life will be a struggle. Maybe some of
those struggles are kammic and unavoidable, but perhaps some of them are
not necessary.

In Theravada Buddhism it is taught that there are three types of
illness: one from which you will recover whether or not you take any
remedy; another from which you will recover if you take an appropriate
remedy, and from which you won’t recover if you don’t take the remedy;
and the third, where whether you take any remedy or not makes no
difference, since the illness is a result of kamma. (For a more
literally accurate interpretation of what the Buddha said, see Bhikkhu
Bodhi’s translation of the Anguttara Nikaya – ‘The Numerical
Discourses’, Somerville, Wisdom Publications, MA, USA, 2012, Book of
Threes, ‘Patients’, page 217). Thank you, Thong, for those treatments,
and remedies; for teaching me the Qigong form; also for your strength
and gentleness.

Somewhere I heard or read that, within certain schools of the Tibetan
Buddhist tradition, they won’t even introduce you to meditation practice
until you have completed one hundred thousand prostrations. It makes
sense to me now why, in Zen Buddhism, so much attention is paid to the
sitting posture during meditation; if you begin to droop it could result
in your receiving a wack. When Tan Ajahn Chah returned from a visit to
America, he spoke enthusiastically about stories he had heard of the
Chinese Patriarch monk Venerable Bodhidharma. Tan Ajahn Chah was
impressed by how, if Ven. Bodhidharma asked you a question and you
answered it wrongly, you received a whack; if you answered it correctly,
you received a whack; if you didn’t answer it at all, you received a
whack. ‘As for us Theravadins’, Tan Ajahn Chah said, ‘we just carry on
talking about Dhamma, saying it is like this and it’s like that, and so
on.’ Tan Ajahn Chah also wanted us to get out of the head and come back
into the body.

At one point, I think it was in 1989, Ajahn Sumedho received word that
Tan Ajahn Chah appeared to be dying, and so he quickly departed for
Thailand. As it turned out, it wasn’t until January 1992 that Tan Ajahn
Chah eventually passed away. Just before leaving us on that occasion,
however, Ajahn Sumedho had turned to me and, almost as a passing
comment, said that he wanted me to be his substitute at a one-day
seminar due to take place at the Buddhist Society in Eccleston Square,
London. The theme for the day was, ‘Several Schools, One Way’. By then I
should have been used to how Ajahn Sumedho would occasionally throw a
googly, not just to me, but to anyone in the community. I have never
figured out whether he did that sort of thing as a strategy to test our
agility, or if perhaps he wasn’t even aware that he was doing it.
Personally, I wouldn’t have expected a relatively inexperienced monk
like me to be standing in for someone of Ajahn Sumedho’s stature on such
a public platform – at least not without some sort of a discussion. An
august line-up of very senior teachers had been planned, including Ven.
Myokyo-Ni representing the Zen tradition, a famous Rimpoche for the
Tibetans, and a well known elder from the Pure Land School. This was an
invitation that did intimidate me.

On the day of the seminar, I discovered that Ven. Myokyo-Ni was to speak
first and then I was to follow. Ven. Myokyo-Ni gave an inspiring talk,
as always, but all I can recall now was that it was on the Four Noble
Truths. From other conversations I have had with her, I know she never
wanted to be described as a Zen practitioner – rather she insisted that
she was a Zen Buddhist practitioner. Before being inspired by Christmas
Humphreys and then following Japanese Zen Buddhism, she was already
studying Theravada Buddhist teachings, and always maintained that having
a good grounding in the original teachings was essential. That was all
well and good, of course, but on the occasion of that Several Schools,
One Way seminar, what was there left for me to talk about. One of the things I can still remember about my contribution on the day, was that when
they pinned a microphone onto my robe at chest level, I imagined it was
going to amplify the sound of my heart pounding.

During an interval between the talks, Ven. Myokyo-Ni and I went outside
for a walk by the Square. I took the opportunity to ask for her thoughts
on the situation in which we found ourselves: practising traditional
forms of Buddhism in the West, in an environment that was not always
welcoming or supportive. She turned and focused her gaze on me and said, ‘Venerable, when you are doing the real
practice, it can feel like too much, too soon!’ Thank you again, Ven.
Myokyo-Ni.

On another occasion when Ajahn Sumedho asked me to accompany him to the
Buddhist Society, (not just to deputize for him), his talk had to be
interrupted because there was a distracting amount of smoke rising up
from behind where he was seated. As usual, he was sitting on a zafu in
front of the shrine in the main meeting room of the Society. There was
no mistaking it being smoke, and it wasn’t a small amount which could
have come from the sticks of incense. What had happened, it seemed, was
that when he had lit the candles and incense as a preliminary to the
occasion, a spark must have dropped onto his zafu, igniting it. Somebody
helpfully removed the smoking zafu and the talk continued.
Interestingly, quite a long time afterwards, when we went to leave the
Society buildings, we found a bright glowing orb sitting on the pavement
outside the front door. That helped me appreciate why kapok filled
zafus, although preferable to sitting on a polyester-filled one, are
considered a fire hazard; once they start burning it is difficult to put
them out.






What Next?




Unexpectedly, when the retreat ended, I discovered that not everyone
seemed as amazed as I was at what had just happened. Most of the
participants appeared keen to get back to what they were like before,
doing what they did before; talking a lot, hugging a lot. Was I missing
something? That initial taste of tranquillity did serve to heighten my
sensitivities. When a vehicle drove past on the road, the stench of the
exhaust fumes struck me as powerfully offensive. On the way back to
the commune, when I stopped at a store to purchase some goods, I felt
disturbed by the evident lifelessness of the staff. My first real
encounter with practising the teachings of the Buddha had a profound
effect on me; however, I can’t say I had a very good understanding of
what it meant to go for refuge to the Dhamma, to Reality. It would be a
while before I understood that heightened sensitivities alone were not
enough.

Once I arrived back at Narada, at least some of the community members
there picked up on my enthusiasm and expressed an interest in learning
meditation. It wasn’t long before a retreat had been organized to take
place at a dome not far down the valley. Ajahn Khantipalo had agreed
that, after the series of retreats at Nimbin had finished, he would lead
one for the Mullumbimby communities. The dome in which we would be
gathering belonged to a couple who ran a business bottling essential
oils. He was Australian and she was Maori from New Zealand. I liked that
they had made their place available.

As it happened, the joyous anticipation I felt at the thought of sharing
the amazing opportunity meditation offered, was naive. The whole
occasion felt like I had invited my friends to a party, only for them to
all turn up late and then leave obviously underwhelmed. I didn’t get it:
why couldn’t they see the significance of this? We all shared a sense of
disillusionment with the world as it was; we all wanted to make a
difference. Here was a way that could potentially make a massive
difference. It didn’t involve taking unemployment money from the
government, didn’t involve imbibing substances; all it required was
upgrading our level of integrity and learning to skilfully focus
attention.

The disappointment I experienced didn’t deter me from keeping my own
meditation practice going. Up on the ridge, in my small canvas, bamboo
and plastic dwelling, I would spend hours sitting. There were periods of
exquisite delight that I would never have imagined possible. I
discovered an ability to focus attention on something such as the bark
of a tree, and it would trigger a rush of bliss up through my body. Who
would have thought that simply applying concentrated attention on the
natural rhythm of breathing in and out, or slowly walking up and down on
a track in the forest, could give rise to such joy. It was totally legal
and available to everyone. What a revelation! Around that time I read a
copy of Alan Watts’ Nature, Man and Woman which revealed more new,
inspiring perspectives. This was not about accumulating information:
this felt like recovering from an illness.

Ajahn Khantipalo had recommended that we read a book called, The Life
of the Buddha by Ven. Ñanamoli. Somehow I managed to acquire a copy
(this was very many years before Amazon, internet and mobile phones) but
trying to read it reminded me of the difficulties I had at university.
It was a struggle to make my mind follow the text, and that struggle got
in the way of accessing the meaning. I have never been tested for
dyslexia so I don’t know if there is something odd about how my brain is
wired, or if I am just mentally lazy. Or perhaps there are other
explanations. I do know my mind seems to operate somewhat faster than
some other people, and the struggle I have with reading seems to have to
do with the effort it takes to slow down. I gave up trying to read that
book, and emphasized instead the sitting and walking.

It wasn’t long before it became obvious I wasn’t going to fit in at
Narada; I no longer wanted to fit in there. The fantasy that was
currently occupying my imagination was travelling to Asia. I had very
little money and no concrete plan – just felt drawn to travelling out
further into the world. Contrary to what most spiritual seekers were
advocating, I had no inclination to go to India. Yes, that is where the
Buddha was from, and it is where Ram Dass had found his teacher, Neem
Karoli Baba, but it didn’t interest me. I felt drawn more in the
direction of Japan. Perhaps, I thought, I could get work teaching
English along the way and somehow just wing it – start off hitchhiking
to Darwin in the Northern Territories of Australia, get a cheap flight
to Portuguese Timor, island-hop my way through the archipelago of
Indonesia, and then on up via Malaysia to Thailand. Ajahn Khantipalo
received his monastic training in a monastery in Bangkok so that could
be a good point to head for. Then perhaps on to Japan – where if I was
lucky, I might be able to rub shoulders with some Zen monks and pick up
a few tips on gardening – before taking the Trans-Siberian railway from
Vladivostok to Europe, ending up in England, or the Mother Country as we
had been brought up to think of her.

I wasn’t so thoroughly naive as to think I could do all that without
some money so I went back down to Sydney to work for a few months. There
I met up again with some friends I had met earlier, and made new
friends. The enthusiasm that stemmed from my meditation practice gave
rise to a lot of energy and confidence. I expect I might have been
rather evangelical about the whole thing and could have even put
potential meditators off by my exuberance.

Work which paid well enough wasn’t difficult to find even though it was
thoroughly uninspiring. The whole experience of living with and working
with people who had no interest in spiritual matters was draining. I was
learning the lesson that mindfulness and concentration were not the same
thing. At least for a while I was still able to focus concentrated
attention and temporarily access an inner space of ease. I recall
stopping on my way to work, and staring into a flower that was
overhanging a garden wall, until once again the bliss-rush through my
body was triggered. What I didn’t understand was that, regardless of
whatever else was going on, I was blindly indulging in pleasurable
sensations.

Confusing the function of concentration with that of mindfulness is a
mistake regularly made by those starting out in meditation, especially
if through concentration they access a degree of happiness. Whether or
not that point had been made clear enough to me when I first received
teachings on meditation I can’t recall. Similarly, I don’t know if the
importance of sila or integrity was sufficiently emphasized. Perhaps
those aspects of the training were explained but I wasn’t interested in
them. Through applying the meditation technique I had developed some
increased sensitivity, however I was desperately short on restraint. As
time went by in Sydney, my mood deteriorated and gradually I lost the
brightness and confidence I had brought with me from Narada.

At one particularly painful point I found myself making a vow that, ‘if
ever I find myself in a position of teaching meditation, I will
emphasize precepts.’ Now, forty-eight years later, I regularly speak
about how utterly essential sila (integrity) and indriya samvara
(sense restraint) are in practice. Without them we leave ourselves
vulnerable. Too much intensity and sensitivity without the protection
and stability that comes with sila can be very dangerous.






Venerable Venerables




Earlier I mentioned that, during the period of my first visit back to
New Zealand after having left Thailand, it quickly became evident that
we were faced with the task of not just translating texts, but also of
translating traditions. In the meditation monasteries in North East
Thailand, there was more or less one way of doing things which we simply
adopted, or at least tried hard to adopt; sometimes we didn’t quite
succeed, to the amusement of our hosts. Now, in this new context, we
were discovering that we had to learn how to accord with the ways things
were done in Bangkok, Cambodia, Laos, Vietnam, Sri Lanka, Burma, and of
course, Britain. Buddhism had been here for a significant period of
time[1] and British Buddhists already had
certain assumptions and expectations.

Occasionally, as mentioned earlier, during those initial years at
Chithurst, someone would suggest that it was time to start thinking
about changing this or that way of doing things. Ajahn Sumedho was slow
to engage such proposals, and appeared to derive strength from his
commitment to honouring the way of doing things that we had been taught
during those formative years in Thailand.

One issue, though, that really did capture the interest of most of us,
was the possibility of changing the dates for the period of the annual
Rains Retreat. In India two and a half thousand years ago, the Buddha
instructed the sangha that they should cease from wandering during the
three months of the monsoon season; this roughly coincides these days
with July, August and September. Inconsiderate monks had caused
annoyance to the laypeople by trampling their paddy fields, and besides,
a regular period each year of more focussed formal practice was useful.
In Britain, however, that period of the year was when the weather was
mild and actually more suitable for travelling around. It was also a
better time of year for doing outdoor maintenance work; it was not an
ideal time for formal retreating. Try as they might, however, those with
a good understanding of the monastic code of discipline were not able to
find any suitable way of making an adjustment; the Vinaya simply
didn’t allow for it. So it was accepted that we would find ways to live
with that structure as it was.

Tempering our excessive eagerness to change structures to suit our
preferences is no different from restraining the hyperactive mind in
meditation. If we call it a problem, then we have to deal with the
consequences of having created a problem. In reality there are no
problems. In reality there are difficulties, pain and irritation, but
problems are something extra we create out of the resistance which is an
expression of unawareness.

The benefits that stem from living in harmonious community are
considerable and it behoves us to regularly reflect on that. Community
is the container. Because of that container, the heat and pressure that
inevitably builds up as we progress in spiritual practice, is made more
manageable. It is not insignificant that the Buddha identified community
(sangha) as one of the Three Refuges. The consequences of messing with
community structures might not always be obvious, and by the time we do
come around to seeing any consequences, it could be too late, as the
cohesive element of concord might already have been lost. Sometimes I
ponder on the process of a caterpillar transforming into a butterfly,
and the function of the chrysalis. The caterpillar is obvious and we are
fascinated looking at it; the butterfly is obvious and beautiful; but
how much value do we place on that which serves as the ‘container’
during that process of transformation? The container deserves a lot of
care and attention.

It was a boon in those early years to often receive visits from senior
sangha members. Sometimes without warning, an elder from Sri Lanka or
Burma might turn up. Presumably they wanted to see what these Westerners
were doing; and, as far as I recall, it was always the case that they
wanted to be helpful.

Their sage advice gave us confidence and, I think it is true enough to
say, moderated to some degree our excessive enthusiasm. Whatever clever
ideas we might have about Dhamma-Vinaya, or insights we thought we had
experienced, there is no substitute for the benefit that comes from
years of experience. There is a unique beauty to be found in maturity.

Venerable Ananda Maitreya[2] from Sri Lanka
visited us several times over the years. There is one particularly
lovely memory I have of an occasion when he was staying and the
Venerable Taungpulu Sayadaw[3] from Burma
arrived. Both were in their nineties at the time, I believe, and it was
a joy to witness the interaction between these two elders. It is
customary, when monks meet each other for the first time, that they
respectfully enquire as to which year they had taken up the monks’
Precepts. Although Ven. Ananda Maitreya knew many languages, Burmese was
not one of them; the only language they had in common was Pali. It then
transpired that they had both taken up the training in the same year, so
the conversation proceeded to which month. Once that was established,
the junior of the two bowed to the senior. Besides the beauty that can
come with maturity, there is also the admiration one feels on witnessing
such commitment and endurance. This is the beauty of virtue. In
Dhammapada verse 55 the Buddha comments,



The fragrance of virtue surpasses by far

the fragrance of flowers or sandalwood.





Possibly due to the way some of the early translators of the traditional
Theravada Buddhist texts rendered the Pali word Bhante, these days
even very junior Buddhist monks are addressed as Venerable. I have
occasionally attempted to dissuade people from using the word venerable
in that way, but with little success. In my opinion it would be good if
the word could be reserved for actually venerable Venerables.

When it came to the community feeling ready to establish a sima
boundary[4] at Chithurst, we had anticipated it
would require a lot of planning and preparation; we hoped that
eventually we would be able to create one out in the Hammer Wood. For
Ven. Ananda Maitreya, who had probably been involved in setting up many
over the years, there was nothing to it. In no time at all, we were out
on the old croquet lawn next to Chithurst House, going through the
traditional chanting: sorting out the possibility that there could have
been an old sima boundary there before (from who knows when), and then
culminating in the formal procedure of declaring a new one. Once this
was properly established, the sangha at Chithurst was rightly prepared
to conduct Precept ceremonies. Indeed, for many years after that, this
was the place where all such ceremonies happened.

Bhante Dhammawara[5] from Cambodia was
another venerable Elder who stayed with us a number of times in those
early years. A good lay friend of the sangha, who moved to live near the
monastery, had spent time training as a monk under Bhante Dhammawara in
India. From him I later learnt that Bhante became a monk around the age
of thirty-five after World War One had ended. Previously he had served
as a district governor and had a wife and a child. He lived as a monk
for many years in India, and a lot of his time was spent setting up and
running a natural health clinic. The first clinic was built in Northern
India. After Partition[6], it was deemed
more suitable that he move to Delhi where, with the help of Mrs
Rameshwari Nehru[7], the wife of then Prime
Minister, Mr Nehru, he set up a temple and another clinic. During his
time staying with us at Chithurst, Bhante instructed community members
in ways of using colour for healing. Often this involved drinking water
that had been stored in coloured glass bottles. For several years
afterwards it was normal to come across coloured glass bottles perched
on windowsills around the monastery. In fact Bhante has a significant
repertoire of various skills that he had developed and used over the
years running those clinics in India.

Bhante Dhammawara was staying with us on the occasion that the Ven. Maha
Ghosananda[8] came to visit. Also from
Cambodia, Ven. Maha Ghosananda had previously been the Supreme Patriarch
in that country and was renowned for his peace marches. When Ven. Maha
Ghosananda passed away in 2007, he was ninety-three years old. When
Bhante Dhammawara passed away in 1999, he was one hundred and ten.

The thing I happily remember about a visit by the Venerable Piyadassi
Thera was a comment he made during a talk he offered in which he
summarized practice by saying, ‘Just practise the Dhamma, leave the rest
up to kamma’. So simple that one might overlook its profundity. We
easily make practice complicated because of a lack of maturity in
mindfulness, restraint and wise reflection. Hearing these reminders from
such well-practised monks was significant.

There were also a number of inspiring female Dhamma teachers who
visited. During my time in Devon, Ajahn Sumedho had invited Dr. Irmgard
Schloegl to use the gardens at Chithurst for her ordination. A retinue
of elders came over from Japan and performed the ceremony according to
their Rinzai Zen tradition, and Dr. Irmgard Schloegl took on the name
Myokyo-Ni.

On one evening I recall seeing Ayya Khema[9] at
puja sitting in the midst of our Siladhara community. I think our paths
might have crossed some years earlier in Bangkok when she was still Ilsa
Liedermann. I do recall meeting her husband from back then, Gert
Liedermann, who spent time with us at Wat Pah Nanachat. He was
responsible for introducing the community to foot massage. Ilsa and Gert
had a property near Obi Obi in Queensland, Australia, where they hosted
Ajahn Khantipalo. Later on that property was sold and another property
in New South Wales was purchased, eventually to be known as Wat Buddha
Dhamma, where these days Ajahn Tiradhammo is living. Ayya Khema went on
to request Bhikshuni Precepts within the Mahayana tradition and settled
back in Germany, where she had been born, establishing a centre called
Buddha Haus[10].

Ruth Denison[11] also visited Chithurst in the
early days. She was one of the formally appointed teachers within the U
Ba Khin meditation tradition. As I recall, she stayed only briefly, but
I was pleased some years later to have a chance to visit her place,
Dhamma Dena Vipassana Center, out in the desert near Joshua Tree
National Monument[12].

While reflecting on visits from venerable elders, I also want to
fast-forward a few years and mention the visit in 1990 from Master Hsuan
Hua. He brought with him a large group of his monks and nuns from The
City of Ten Thousand Buddhas[13] in
California. The venerable Master must have already been very advanced in
years, but his vitality was impressive, also his generosity. His style
of responding to questions was certainly very direct. When one of our
young monks who, at the time, was struggling in his practice, asked a
question hoping for some encouragement, Master Hua told him that
practice was like a tiger and it would eat you up. On another occasion,
when some of his monks and nuns asked if they could learn our paritta
style of chanting, he scolded them saying they were only interested in
it because of the appealing tune, not because of the Dharma content.
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The Forest Sangha Calendar




When we had received word that our teacher, Tan Ajahn Chah, might not be
with us much longer, it occurred to me that we could mark the occasion
with a pictorial calendar – something that could be printed and
distributed around the world to the increasing number of branch
monasteries and their supporters.

In part, my motivation was to find a beautiful way of honouring the life
of our teacher. Also, in equal part, it was to produce something that
would offer the extended community of lay disciples of Tan Ajahn Chah a
sense of belonging. We all benefit from feeling like we belong
somewhere, and if that somewhere is a spiritual community for which we
have respect, then all the better. It seemed to me that having a
calendar hung on the wall throughout the entire year, one that you could
look at regularly and be reminded of the community of which you were a
part, would be beneficial. A young fellow called Pete, who was
frequenting Chithurst in those days and was a graphic designer, kindly
offered to assist me in compiling such a calendar.

This was the beginning of the annual Forest Sangha
calendar[1] that has been produced each year,
except one, since 1990. The design has altered somewhat over the years,
and the production and distribution has changed, but as far as I can
tell, the function has remained much the same. It has been a privilege
and a pleasure to have been involved in this project all these years. I
say ‘involved’, because it depends on many more people besides myself to
produce it. The final selection of photos and quotes has been my
contribution, but I have had the assistance of a good number of others
when it comes to design, layout, printing and distribution. The process
of acquiring the astronomical (and astrological) dates for many years
depended on when the royal palace in Thailand would release them. These
days, thanks to an algorithm skilfully generated by Tan Gambhiro and
colleagues, we are able to calculate the dates with excellent accuracy,
without having to wait to hear from others. Initially the calendars were
printed in this country and shipped abroad. For many years now, thanks
to the generosity of the Kataññuta Group in Malaysia, they have been
printed and distributed from there.

Not everyone in our sangha agrees with my personal preference
(influenced by Marshall McLuhan’s The Medium is the Message) for black
and white images, and my view that they more effectively communicate the
message, ‘less is more’. The world is intoxicated, in my opinion, with
excess sensory stimuli. The idea of producing a full-colour calendar
could be tempting in the same way that over-eating of cakes and cookies
could be tempting. Our message, as far as I am concerned, is: if we are
seeking clarity and contentment, either as a samana or as a householder,
then simplification is what is called for – not proliferation. This is
one of the central themes in the teachings of Tan Ajahn Chah, as I
understand them. It is not merely a matter of aesthetics (although I
acknowledge that is a factor).

Then there have been a variety of opinions about the sort of photos to
publish. The first year consisted exclusively of images of Tan Ajahn
Chah. If we had continued doing that, it could have fed into the notion
some people had that we were a sort of cult. For a while it seemed that
nice pictures of nature would be a good way of representing the Forest
Sangha. One year we used images of shrines in the various branch
monasteries. On occasion I would receive an objection because somebody
didn’t think a photo I had selected looked quite right. Then there have
been requests that we have more photos of monks’ and nuns’ faces; at
other times, requests that there be less photos of faces. For many years
now the photos have simply been of people doing things in monasteries.
Since we regularly receive messages of appreciation, and this year,
2020, over 12,000 copies were printed, it must still be serving a useful
purpose.

Selecting suitable photos for these calendars is always fun; however, an
equally rewarding part of the project is finding the ‘just right’ Dhamma
quote: one that resonates with the image. In the early years we used
extracts from translated teachings of Tan Ajahn Chah. More recently we
have been alternating, year by year, Tan Ajahn Chah’s teachings with
verses from the Dhammapada. When our efforts are successful, the image
generates an atmosphere that makes users of the calendar susceptible to
the message contained within the Dhamma quote.

Towards the end of 1990, I was told that I would be moving to
Northumberland to take over leadership of the community at Harnham. With
the development of more branch monasteries in Britain, Switzerland,
Italy and New Zealand, a pattern was beginning to emerge whereby abbots
would be moved on roughly every two years. The idea behind that was to
try and avoid anyone becoming overly attached to one place. This wasn’t
the only reason Ajahn Sumedho sent me to take over at Harnham in
Northumberland, but it fitted in with the pattern. A second monk was to
join me, Tan Vipassi. Before heading north, he and I spent the Winter
Retreat together at Amaravati.
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A New Kind of Disorientation




My initial encounter with the forest sangha at Wat Pah Pong had left me
disappointed and confused. My second attempt, this time at Wat Hin Maak Peng, had left me utterly shattered. I think it is safe to say that my faith was undiminished but
certainly it was obscured. The pain of humiliation, failure and
loneliness were overpowering: so much sadness. At times it did actually
feel as if my sense of identity had literally been shattered – as if my
conventional sense of self had broken. I wondered what I was going to
have to do to reconstruct a functioning sense of self. It was evident
that the previous one had not been fit for purpose. This was not the way
I figured my spiritual journey might unfold.

At other times I had the powerful impression that my heart had been
scarred for eternity: that the depth and intensity of pain I’d suffered
had caused an irreversible wounding. The thought of my having made such
a massive mistake fed into my sense of failure and self-condemnation.
Even just thinking the thought ‘I’, could trigger a fiery upthrust of
guilt, and these regular upthrusts were compounding self-doubt. There
was a strong suspicion that I felt this bad because I was this bad.

There wasn’t anyone around who was particularly interested in what was
happening for me, so I was left alone to endure. Besides endurance,
though, there was still that underlying and significant sense of
belonging to a community. Maybe it was true that nobody was interested
in my miserable condition, but I was still part of something. I believe
this perception held me in a way that contributed to my not being
completely overwhelmed. Perhaps also, as a consequence of that shift in
perception of ‘abiding as the context of all experience’, some sort of
rewiring of my mind had occurred and I was being afforded protection.
Faith is a mysterious matter; if we try too hard to understand it we
deny its reality.

Gratefully, one day Phra Somdet instructed a worker at the monastery to
give me the use during the day of one of the big, usually empty,
temples. It was vast, dark and ornate, similar to the large main temple
in which I had received my novice and monk’s precepts. Certainly I
appreciated this gesture of thoughtfulness, but as it happened it did
little to placate the madness of my mind. There were times when I felt a
visceral hatred for anything to do with Buddhism; I think there were
occasions when I actually felt nauseous. Was this a purging of guilt, or
a release of previously denied resentments? I really didn’t know.
Fortunately, that state of ‘not-knowing’ was not the whole of me.
Although I continued to regularly be dragged down by a vortex of pain
into fiery hell realms, part of my mind was still able to contemplate.

In the evenings I was invited to sit with Phra Somdet in his private
meditation room upstairs in his kuti. I would go there after evening
puja and already be sitting by the time he arrived. A vivid mental image
has stayed with me of how he began with humbly bowing to the shrine,
then would sit back and lean against the wall. I imagine he was tired at
the end of a long day. Then, after perhaps five or so minutes, he would
shuffle forward, light the candles and incense and settle into
meditation. When I couldn’t bear the pain in my knees any longer, I
would quietly leave the room, with Phra Somdet still sitting there.

There was a substantial library in Ganna Song where I was staying, and
it was well stocked with books from various different Buddhist
traditions. I found myself wondering if I might be better off at Song
Kwang Sa[1] monastery in Korea under Master Ku
San, or perhaps going to Japan. I still felt drawn to Japan. Given the
state of my knees though, and the long periods of obligatory group
sitting meditation practised in those traditions, I recognized those
options were not realistic. Also, I think I was wondering about the
training in vinaya. In the midst of all the turmoil I was having to
endure, I like to think I was still able to appreciate the importance of
a strict training in discipline and restraint. Probably there was
uncertainty as to whether such a training was going to be available
elsewhere. So my fantasies were never more than that: stories I was
telling myself as I puzzled over what I was supposed to be doing with my
life.

As one week flowed into another, it felt like I was in survival mode: so
much fear, so much loneliness and no sense of direction. One day, I
think around the end of 1975, there was a knock on the door of my room
at Ganna Song: it was Tan Jotiko, previously known as Nehn Dhammiko,
previously known as Bill Hamilton. Once more, he was accompanying Ajahn
Sumedho and they were staying at Wat Saket. Certainly I was keen to meet
Ajahn Sumedho again. When we did meet, Ajahn Sumedho spoke
enthusiastically about the new monastery they were involved in building.
Not long after I had left Wat Pah Pong the year before, he and a group
of Western monks had been invited to set up a monastery in a forested
area just outside the village of Bahn Bung Wai. The group had spent the
Rains Retreat of 1975 there, and it now looked like a monastery called
Wat Pah Nanachat (the International Forest Monastery) was well on the
way to being established. I imagine the idea appealed to me; however, I
was still cautious. The main thing I took away from that conversation
with Ajahn Sumedho was his response to something I said just as I was
about to leave and go back to Wat Boworn. I had told him how I had been
feeling terribly torn because I really wanted to live the life of a
forest monk, but after the experience at Wat Hin Maak Peng, felt
uncertain as to whether or not I would be able to do it. ‘Maybe I should
try and learn to practise in a city monastery’, I had said to him.
‘Besides, the idea that practising in the forest monasteries is better
than practising in a city monastery, is just an opinion, and Tan Ajahn
Chah strongly emphasizes we shouldn’t attach to views and opinions’.
Ajahn Sumedho responded with a big smile and said, ‘Yes, that is true,
however some opinions are right’.

Around the beginning of 1976 my dear friend from New Zealand, Jutta
Passler, came to visit. She was on her way to spend time in India but
had planned a stop-over in Bangkok. How fortunate. Her friendship was
very healing. We didn’t really discuss the disintegration taking place
within me, but having her company was like a balm. I am reminded of what
the Buddha said about kalyanamitta. Jutta was indeed a wonderful
kalyanamitta.
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During the time Jutta was visiting, Tan Jotiko again turned up at my
door, this time he was in Bangkok to see his parents off back to
America; they had been visiting him at Wat Pah Nanachat. He was
enthusiastic about me at least coming to visit the new monastery.
Probably I was already thinking about the potential conflict between Tan
Ajahn Chah’s monastery being part of the Mahanikaya Sect and myself
having taken Precepts in the Dhammayuttika Sect, but by now the
invitation to visit had become appealing, so a plan was hatched for the
three of us, including Jutta, to take the train to Ubon.
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The End of the River




Approximately eighty-five miles south of Auckland, in New Zealand’s North
Island, there is a small town called Te Awamutu. This is where I was
born in September 1951 and was given the name Keith Morgan. The Maori
name of the town, Te Awamutu, translates into English as the end of the
river. In various online resources[1]
it is explained that it wasn’t that the river Manga-o-hoi actually ended
there, it was just that beyond that point it became unnavigable by
canoe. I’m guessing that in 1951 the town had a population of about
5000. The area had a history as a place where battles had been fought
between opposing Maori tribes, where an early group of Christian
missionaries had established itself, and as a settlement used by the
British military during the Waikato wars. By the time my parents, Pearl
and Ian Morgan, moved there, Te Awamutu had found its identity as a
service centre for the surrounding farming communities.

Christianity was a defining element in our family. My father was the
youngest of six children in a family headed by a Presbyterian minister,
Rev. Richard Morgan and his wife Grace Morgan. My mother was the only
child of a Baptist minister, Rev. Alfred Dewe and his second wife, Sadie
Dewe, or ‘Nana’ as we knew her. Rev. A. Dewe died young and so
eventually Nana remarried another Baptist minister, Rev. Christopher
Wilfrid Duncumb, after spending a number of years as housekeeper to a
Presbyterian minister, Rev. Lloyd Wilkinson. Auntie Nessie, my father’s
older sister, was a deaconess in the Presbyterian Church, Uncle Roy was
a Baptist minister and my younger sister, Jennifer, went on to become a
pastor, who, along with her pastor husband Guthrie Boyd, ministered
within the church of the Assembly of God. Recently I found out that my
younger brother Bryan, is ministering these days as a lay preacher in
the Paihia Christian Fellowship.

We lived in Te Awamutu for about two years before moving to a similar
sized town, Morrinsville, about twenty miles away. I imagine my father’s
work was the reason for the move. Although for much of my life I have
struggled to find my place in this family, this does not mean I don’t
value it. To be born to parents who worked so tirelessly to raise their
four children in a wholesome environment was indeed a blessing. At later
stages in my life it became apparent that growing up in that environment
was a mixed blessing and it did take some skill and discernment to
decipher which aspects were truly valuable and which needed to be left
behind.

When I think back now about my father, I have huge admiration and
gratitude for his integrity and kindness. Besides his Monday to Friday
job working in Hawkes Motors Ford garage, initially as a mechanic and
eventually as the manager, he would spend many hours after work and on
the weekends cultivating a substantial vegetable garden that he had
planted out the back of our house. Always on Sunday he would drive the
family to the morning church service and for some time led the Sunday
School of which he was superintendent. Regularly after Sunday lunch, he
would drive out to remote village halls – places like Tahuna, Ngatea,
Patetonga – to conduct a church service for the farming families who
couldn’t manage to get into town.

Similar feelings of appreciation arise when I remember my mother’s
dedication and how she would spend days on end in the kitchen throughout
the hot summers, bottling and preserving vegetables, apples, and peaches
and pears to keep the family well fed through the year. She also sewed
many of our clothes.

Bible readings and prayers at the evening dinner table were normal. The
summer camp I was sent to was a Christian Youth Camp (CYC) at
Ngaruawahia. Since my parents were teetotal, and drinking at the pub was
a national pastime in New Zealand, we had very few visitors. The only
visitors I remember coming to our house were relatives who were equally
if not more devout Christians, and other families who attended our
church. Devotion to religion from such an early age served to instil
virtues in me which I continue to value. I can’t recall my parents ever
arguing and, with only one very minor exception, nor did I ever hear
either of them speaking critically of anyone.

Music was another central aspect of our family life. Both my mother and
father were vocal leaders during hymn singing in church on Sunday; not
just singing loudly, but with fervour and enjoying the opportunity to
break out into harmony. My mother sometimes played the organ in church.
At home, our idea of a good time amounted to us children standing around
singing praise to Jesus while Nana played the piano. Auntie Nessie spent
many years working as a missionary to various Maori communities, and
leading a choir of Maori singers.

David, my older brother by two years, learned to play the cello. I
played the violin for a while, and I seem to remember that Jennifer, my
younger sister, played the piano. Compared with what most families these
days might think of as having a good time, our hymn singing sessions
probably sound rather tame, however I recall them as a source of
considerable happiness: the togetherness, the sheer pleasure of making
beautiful music and the delight in praising the Divine. When I was old
enough to have my own bicycle I would regularly ride out into the
countryside to be alone. I frequented the woodlands along the banks of
the nearby Piako River where I would passionately sing my heart out.
Something about unrestrained adoration of the Almighty triggered
tremendous joy within me: it was thrilling, even electric and
exhilarating.
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