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The Minding Centre, based in Singapore, is part of Piya Tan’s
Dharma ministry. It was founded in 2006 to provide Dharma-
based non-religious service to those in need of counsel and
solace. It also serves as a haven and hub for those seeking
Dhama by way of meditation and education, Sutta study and
translation, and spiritual experience. The Centre also supports
and promotes Piya Tan in his full-time Buddhist and related
work.

The Sutta Discovery Series is part of the Living Word of the
Buddha project which aspires to encourage and facilitate Bud-
dhist Studies, both ina Dharma-inspired and academic manner
for personal development as well as outreach work on a local
and global scale. The Minding Centre and the Living Word of
the Buddha project are motivated and guided by the vision of
mere Buddhism.

The mere Buddhist vision. We aspire to leam, teach and prac-
tise mere Dharma, or “non-religious Buddhism,” that is,
Buddhism as simple as possible, as the Buddha Dharma, so
that it is open to all who seek true stillness and liberating
wisdom. We aspire to compassionately and joyfully proclaim
the possibility, necessity and urgency of gaining spiritual liber-
ation in this life itself—at least as a streamwinner, with or
without dhyana—in keeping with the Okkanti Samyutta (S 25).
Mere Buddhism is easy: live it and be free

Piya Tan (TAN Beng Sin), 1949-
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One gives
for the sake of adorning the mind,
as a support for the mind
(Attha Dana Sutta, A 8.31/4:236)"
&

That our beloved sons

Tan Lim Chai Leng
Tan Lim Chai Seng

may love the true Dharma
&

That you who read this
would aspire to be streamwinners

1 SeesD6.6.
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CONVENTIONS

The following conventions are usedin this book:

SDn.x

Sn
Tha
ThaA
Thi
ThiA
J
JorlJA

Vism

Sutta Discovery by Piya Tan, where n denotes volume number
and xis the chapternumber.
Link: http://dharmafarer.org

Digha,nikaya Long Discourses
Majjhima, nikaya Middle Length Discourse
Sarhyutta, nikaya Connected Discourses

Ang’ uttara,nikaya Numerical Discourse

Khuddaka, patha
Dhammapada
Dhammapada Commentary
Udana

Iti,vuttaka

Sutta, nipata

Thera,gatha

Thera,gatha Commentary
Theri,gatha

Theri,gatha Commentary
Jataka

Jataka Commentary

Visuddhi,magga

Cover picture:

An olive-back sunbird, Singapore’s most-friendly bird builds a nest
on a dried-up potted plant right in front of Piya’s house door. See
pages 64-65 for “7.5 The Sunbird And Free Will.”
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MESSAGE
from Bhante Sujato Bhikkhu

Piya Tan is a rare teacher in the Buddhist word. Based on his
own extensive experience, his authentic, intelligent inquiry
into the Buddha’s words is applied to the urgent task of dis-
covering how to bestlive in a changing and challenging word.

| have often used his detailed studies of Buddhist scriptures as
guides for my own classes.

In Simple Joys, howewer, he speaks not as a scholar, but as a
practitioner. In this he shows the paradoxical truth of a
genuine spirtual path: as complex and demanding as it may
be, the deepest truths are always simple.

With metta,

Bhante Sujato

Abbot of Santi Forest Monastery
Australia

18 Sep 2009
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PREFACE: Five Cycles

This month (August 2009), according to the Chinese lunar calendar,
was my 5" cycle, that is, the zodiac (the world system, if you like)
has made five times. | am 60. | have a birthday wish; but first, the
realities.

Afew days before my 59" birthday (2008), the Firefly Mission (FFM)
told me that they have to stop supporting our family with the
monthly $1200stipend (which is the only regular support we get).

| was told that donations had effectively stopped coming in, and
that the FFM was about relief work, not Dharmaduta—which was
fine with me, as nothing is permanent. | must thank all those
pledgers, donors and supporters, and above all the FFM for the
commitment thus far.

I'm a full-time lay Dharma worker with Ratna as wife, housewife,
mother, secretary, and manager with two pre-secondary children.
(She is the hardest-working person | know.) With the FFM stipend
and donations, and careful budgeting, we have no problem with
finance. We are able to make our monthly house repayments as
well as pay for the monthly rental of the Minding Centre (TMC).

The on-going Sutta translation work also needs funding, especially
for the computer and related peripherals, printing of study volumes,
etc. When the FFM members leamed of this, they fervently renew-
ed their effort and reinstated the monthly stipend, which of course
come as a great relief for me and my family. | can again fully focus
on the Sutta translating, Dharma teaching and ministry.

Unlike foreign missions and visiting speakers who often raise funds
for their project back home, we shyaway from such efforts. Dharma
mission needs money, true, but not so much. We should rather
spend our time studying the Suttas, learning meditation, doing
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meaningful social work, keeping the precepts, and reminding the
monastics here (in one way or another) to keep them, too.

In 2008, | had thought of closing down TMC so that we are less
burdened with funds, but Dharma-moved friends appealed to me
not to do so. Unasked, a number of them pledged to support the
running of the TMC. So TMC lives on.

The reasons for keeping TMC is simple: we value Sutta translation
and study, Dharma courses and people-helping. We are not a large
or colourful temple or centre, but the kind of learning and teaching
that goes on at TMC is ground-breaking and can only happen in
sucha special place.

There are a few people who were not impressed with TMC because
itis not big and has no big Buddha images, etc. The point is there
are so many other such places, where they could go. The TMC is like
the laybodhisattva Vimalakirtis house (small outside, biginside).

The TMC is the office and workshop of the “Sutta Discovery” trans-
lation project. Its website makes Sutta translations freely available
worldwide. We have feedback from monastics and lay Buddhists
alike from beyond Singapore who regularly use the Sutta Discovery
translation series: Australia, Canada, Germmany, India, Malaysia,
Puerto Rico, the UK, the USA, Canada, Serbia, South Africa, Sri Lanka
and elsewhere.

We often have students from overseas coming to the TMC, and it
also caters for seekers and clients from many other religions or no
religion. Through our “non-religious” services (especially counselling
and meditation) we have just as many clients who are Bahais,
Daoists, Muslims, Catholics, Methodists, evangelicals, Pentecostals,
Presbyterians, Sikhs, and others. We are deeply inspired to be able
to reach out to non-Buddhists, planting in them a happy and deep
respect for the Dharma while practising their own faith. In fact, | see
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this as a futuristic trend: people of faith making the Dharma a part
of their spiritual growth.

Above all, the TMC is a Bodhi-mandala (a circle of friends dedicated
to awakening in this life) where those whose lives have been
touched by the Dharma meet. We are mostly working-class people
with a big dream: we are determined to make TMC a success, as if
the future of Singapore Buddhism depends on it. Indeed, the great
thingis that most of us are Singapore Buddhists.

We meet not as Sinhala, or Myanmarese, or Thai, or Japanese, or
Tibetan, or Chinese Buddhists, but simply as Singapore Buddhists.
Not many temples or centres in Singapore can do that. Of course, it
is best to meet simply as Buddhists, but this only happens when we
let go of labels in our meditation. So the best skillful means in the
real world is still a bit of labeling. The idea is to focus our genius,
resources and priorities on the ground that supports us so that we
are in a better position to help the world.

We at the TMC know that in time to come, Buddhists here will stand
up and say that TMC has worked for a Singapore Buddhism but with
a global vision.

My life work is of course the annotated Sutta translation. Looking
back the past half century of my life, | recall | have always loved
books and learning, and so the Suttas naturally attract me. Indeed,
what I am doing now is only a continuation of the Sutta work which
started in my monk years. We now have better tools (digitized
Buddhist scriptures, computers, etc), better scholarship, and more
accessible forest monastics.

The ability of the Sutta Discovery translation to sustain the attention
and interest of students is its thematic approach. Every three
months, | work on a theme (eg giving, meditation, right view, etc) to
produce a volume of annotated translations and essays.
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Ifall goes well (if I live to say around 80 and still have a lucid mind),
by 2030 I will be able to produce just over 100 volumes of the Sutta
Discovery. However, due to the detailed study of the suttas, the
work isstill only about half-finished. (Then again, life isso uncertain;
so, please don’t wait to commit yourself to Buddhist work, espe-
cially as a lay Buddhist worker.)

In my twilight decades | hope to give focussed training to a group of
committed full-time and part-time lay Buddhist workers who
would be able to carry on the Dharma work according to their
genius and inclination.

Then I will move on confidently that we have a legacy ofa very rich
Sutta tradition and Dharma-inspired living, upon whose foundation
more Dharma-moved work can meaningfully and effectively grow,
even beyond Singapore.

Meantime, we need to work very hard to protect the Dharma from
an early end at the hands of self-propelled modernists and monastic
moneytheists and Mara’s growing presence.

The Suttas are the only true relics of the Buddha, which we can
bring to life with our own inner calmand vision.

May wherever you are be a place of joyful stillness and clear vision.

20 August 2009

“Pali House,” Singapore
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PIYA TAN (1949-72030)

Piya Tan, a former Theravada monk of 20 years, is doing an annot-
ated translation of the eary Pali Suttas, harmonizng between the
historical critical method and Dharma-moved inspiration, and
teaching them. Piya specializes in early Buddhism and its application
today. His Sutta translations are especially popular with the forest
monastics.

In the 1980s, working closely with Dr Ang Beng Choo, project direct-
or of the Buddhist Studies Team (BUDS), Piya was consultant and
regular lecturer. BUDS successfully introduced Buddhist Studies in
Singapore Secondary Schools.

After that, he was invited by Prof Lewis Lancaster as a visiting
scholar to the University of California at Berkeley, USA. He has
written a number of educational books on Buddhism (such as Total
Buddhist Work) and social surveys (such as Buddhist Currents and
Charisma in Buddhism).

As a full-time Dharma teacher, he runs regular Sutta and Dharma
classes at various temples, centres and tertiary Buddhist societies.
He practises Buddhist counseling therapy using a combination of
Forest-Insight meditation and Sutta-based psychology.

Piya often critically writes on contemporary Buddhist-related issues,
and often speaks out against the misinformation, misuse and abuse
of Buddhism. He sees Buddhism as a humanistic and life-affirming
way to spiritual awakening, and has great faith in gaining it in this
life.

In his free time, he loves teaching his children and Ratna to think
critically and enjoy the wonders of nature.

For more information see Wiki Piya:
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piya_Tan
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AN ACT OF FAITH

The Minding Centre (TMC) is an act of faith. The TMC is a witness to
the living truth of the Buddha Dharma.

We have no sizeable or regular source of income, but rely fully on
your own faith and support. We are never sure when our next
cheque or donation will come, or how much, but we know it will
come.

We set up the TMC because

(1) we have firm faith in the authenticity and spirituality of
the Dharma;

(2) we are convinced that a good understanding of the Suttas
will clear wrong views and practices;

(3) we can rely on locals to be truly good and self-reliant
Buddhists;

(4) we know that exemplary lay followers will inspire
monastics to keep to their trainingand rules, and become
even better teachers for the benefit of all.

Above all, we are committed to the vision that we can attain spirit-
ual liberation in this life itself by gaining at least streamwinning. The
Suttas are very clear about this (see Sarhyutta ch 25)2

In our quest for spiritual wisdom and liberation, we need to make
some sacrifices. Rents and maintenance have to be paid for.
Sometimes the cost can be quite high, so it seems. But nothing can
measure up to the Dharma: how much is the Dharma worth in
dollars?

2 For details, see S 25.1 =SD 16.7; S 25.5see SD 17.3 (4.5.1); S 25.6, see
SD 17.4 (10).
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We need more than money to run efforts like the TMC: we need
faith. Otherwise, it is just a successful business.

The Dharma is immeasurable. We remind ourselves of this in our
lovingkindness meditation. Lovingkindness is unconditional love for
all beings, including ourselves, in term of spiritual development.

If your heartis truly in the Dharma, you will have no fear. Help and
compassionare always around the comer.

If your heart is in the Dharma, you will have a vision of wondrous
things to come.

We thank you for your Dharma-moved pledges. With a few more
regular (monthly, quarterly, even annual) pledgers, we will at least
cover our monthly rental.

More importantly, do join us for the Sutta experience whenever you
can, and tell others about this wonderful opportunity at the TMC.

Evenifyou make no pledge or have not donated, you are even more
welcome to join in the Sutta study. For, your presence witnesses
your faith in the Dharma.

May we remember and support local Dharma efforts for the local
presence of the Buddha Dhamma for the benefit ofall.

Let us be the roots and shoots from which a beautiful Bodhi tree
will grow in Singapore in due course.

http://dharmafarer.org Xvii
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1 WEALTH AND HAPPINESS

1.1 The Eight Winds of Life

The year 2008 has a lot of things to teach us and bring the best out
of ourselves—ifwe choose to do so. There isa real danger, when we
follow any religion or system, to gravitate to some teachings or
habits that tend to reinforce our pet notions or eccentricities. Our
true spiritual life begins when we notice this, acceptitand let go of
it, and turn to the real self-healing and self-knowing.

Gainand Loss

Many people turn to a religion asking, what can it do for them?
They see religion as another business transaction. But this appears
to be a one-way deal. This is like someone who gives a small
donation in a religious way, expecting bigger returns.

The pointis that great gains come from honest hard work and this is
our safest bet. Anyone telling us there is an easy way to make more
money or more happiness, think twice about this and think again.
Why would he be telling usabout this if he is really richand happy?

Loss arises from greed, hate and stupidity. 2008 has shown us this
kind of loss can become a worldwide phenomenon. And one by one
the dishonestare coming out of the woodwork.

When we do not understand impermanence, we measure ourself
and others in terms like things and number. Impermanence means
change. Whenever a change comes to our life, always look at how
this can better ourself. Then we will discover that every nightis fol-
lowed by a bright dawn.

Fame and Obscurity
Many people, knowingly or unknowingly, tum to religion because
they enjoy the attention they get. This is not really bad in itself, but
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1 Wealth and happiness

can be addictive ifit stops just there. The need for attention almost
always points somethingseriously missing in our life.

Find out what is it that we are really missing, and we will find we do
not need that attention, that fame. That is when we really begin to
give the best of our heart and mind.

Obscurity can be advantageous, too, because we can be whatever
we desire! Being famous, we often need to live up to expectations,
namely, projecting those images that make us famous. We are not
our true self: we become what people want us to be!

The point is not to think in terms of fame and obscurity, but be our
true self. This begins with learning to think of others in a whole-
some way.

When we truly pay good attention to others, we become a part of
their lives forever. A simple guideline: “The most important person
is the one we are with; the most important moment is now.”

Praise and Blame

Many people turn to religion thinking all their problems are solved
by it. This is because there is this powerful being who loves us, who
takes care of us, who protects us, and so on. Isn’t this the way we
think when we were helpless children. These are the kind of religion
that does not really want us to grow, much less to think for our-
selves.

It feels good when we are accepted by the group, when we win the
praise and approval of others. But where is all this taking us? We
have become lemmings goingin one direction.

Enjoying the approval of others may mean that we lack self-confi-
dence. We should instead examine why we lack self-confidence. A
good way to do this is to do lovingkindness meditation with this
simple exercise:

2 http://themindingcentre.org
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Find some quiet time and tell ourself; “l accept myself justas | am.
May | be well and happy!” Go on telling this to ourself, and we will
be more than surprised with the result in due course.

Happiness and Sorrow

Many people turn to a religion asking what it can do for them. But
the true answer lies in asking the right question, such as “What can |
do to truly be happy?” If this is the real question we have been
wanting to ask, then the Buddha’s way would be the best one for
us.

Real happiness is not about what we have. To have something sim-
ply means a proximity to something: “I have money” basically
means the money has not benefitted us. What makes us really rich
is what we really are.

If we are happy, if we are wise, if we are compassionate, we will
look at gain and loss with the same eyes. For, there is no other way
to look at the world. Thats the way the world is. If we just look at
these words, we may find fault with them, but look beyond them,
deep into our heart for the true answer.

Adouble happy new year (2008)!

1.2 Ways of Enjoying Your Wealth

Who should enjoy wealth?

A monastic who in involved with money is like a small boat with a
leak, but money is what money buys (things, services, pleasure,
etc). Soon, there are many leaks in the boat. Some claim that
money is only a “small rule.” But it is nevertheless still a rule, other-
wise the Buddha would not have introduced it. This “small rule”
prevents a small leak in the boat.

http://dharmafarer.org 3




1 Wealth and happiness

If monastics continue to be super-wealthy and live good lives, then
the authorities might start to tax them. Then what is the difference
between the serious, hard-working, lay practitioner and a comfort-
able moneyed monastic?

A monastic who wants to deal with money should de-robe and
work as a lay Dharma worker, where he would be just even more
effective (using his management skills, doing social work, etc), if he
is notattached to a uniformand prestige.

Lay Buddhists, howewver, can and should enjoy all the wealth they
want, butin a Dharma-inspired, meritorious and wholesome way.

How to plan your finances
In the Adiya Sutta (A 5.41 = SD 2.1), the Buddha advises us con-
cerning our finances in this way:

He divides his wealth into four:
One part he should enjoys,
With two he invests in his work,
And the fourth he should save
Should there be any misfortune.

In other words, we should “enjoy” the first quarter (25%) of our
income or wealth, that is, bring joy or satisfaction to our daily living;
half (50%) should be usefully invested; and the last quarter (25%)
should be saved.

How to enjoy your wealth

Putting together the teachings of the Digha,janu Sutta (A 8.54 =SD
5.10) and the Anana Sutta (A 4.62), we have the following advice
for lay Buddhists and wealth:

(1) Accomplishment ofdiligence, leading to the joy of ownership.

(2) Accomplishment of watchfulness, leading to the joy of enjoy-
ment.

(3) Spiritual friendship, leading to the joy of blamelessness.

4 http://themindingcentre.org
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(4) Balanced livelihood, leading to the joy of debtlessness.

By (1) is meant that if you work hard and healthily, you feel a great
sense of satisfactionat your work and wealth rightfully gained.

By (2) is meant that you should guard well your hard-earned wealth
so that you do notlose it through natural disasters, legal problems,
exploitation or foolishness. In other words, you should keep your
wealth safe (eg in a good bank) or invest it (say by buying insur-
ance).

By (3) is meant that you should make sure you keep good friends
and avoid negative environments. Bad friends not only drain you
energy but also easily get you into trouble. Frequenting negative
places (ike red-light areas and gambling joints) surely leads to
various disasters (see Sigal'ovada Sutta, D 31 =SD 4.1). Breaking the
precepts also leads to loss of wealth in various ways.

By (4) is meant that you should live within your means. If you have
the means, live reasonably well, take proper food, dress well, go for
wholesome holidays and retreats where you can do some medita-
tion. A great advantage of having surplus wealth is that you can
easily discharge your debtsand do good works.

Ifyou are notrich, live within you budget.

Planning you finances
According to the Adiya Sutta (A 5.41), the first 25%, the quarter for
personal use, can be put to five wholesome uses, namely:

(1) Personaland family use;

(2) Forthe benefit of friends;

(3) Assecurity and insurance;

(4) The fivefold offering: to relatives, to guests, to the depart-
ed, to the government (as payment of taxes, etc), and to
devas;

(5) Forsupportingworthy religious.

http://dharmafarer.org 5




1 Wealth and happiness

(1) Charity beginsat home by making sure your family and dwelling
are well provided for, and there are enough savings. (If you are
living alone, your Dharma friends and wholesome companions
are your family: see Dh 204.)

(2) Charity begins at home, but should not end there. Beyond the
family, friends are our next sphere of happiness. A wise
generous person is well loved by friends.

(3) As already mentioned under section on “How to enjoy your
wealth,” that is, you should wisely protect your wealth.

(4) needs some careful comments. Use your surplus when right
and necessary to benefit relatives and friends.

“The departed” here refers to our ancestors, that is, remembering
the good they have done, and such memory can be a positive bond
we keep with living family members, too. At the end of our medita-
tions, with a peaceful mind, we should dedicate merits to them
with lovingkindness.

“The devas” here refer to the Buddha's times, when some lay
followers who are not yet fully Buddhists still follow some cultural
belies. So if you do not worship devas (like the Sinhalese, Myan-
marese or Thais do), you need not do so (this is all included in the
cultivation of lovingkindness). For us today, this advice refers to
keeping a suitable and simple shrine at home (if we like), spending
the Buddhist holidays in a proper and happy way, and respecting
nature and our environment.

How Buddhist pledges work

The fifth use of wealth (“forsupporting worthy religious”), as stated
in the Adiya Sutta, is very significant. If we have surplus wealth or
canafford it, we should support good monastics (by giving them the
four monastic necessities, but not cash) and lay Dharma workers
(supporting financially and other ways).
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Monastics are generally well supported by the Buddhist public, but
the lay Dharma workers are a new situation today, and are becom-
ing more necessary, especially where monastics are becoming more
laicized (becoming more financially well off and behaving more like
lay people, but don’t pay taxes).

Full-time lay Dharma workers have to work harder than monastics
because, unlike monastics, Dharma workers also have to seek funds
for their Dharma work and to support themselves. Furthermore,
they lack the uniformed charisma of the monastics. So we have to
look beyond charisma, and support the good work that is done.

The TMC runs fully on funds fromits public projects (classes, cours-
es, counselling, etc) and from pledgers like yourself. The idea is to
give what you can (even little) but to do so regularly so that the
TMC rent and maintenance, and the Sutta Translation project, could
be managed, and our regular activities go smoothly, especially for
the non-Buddhists who are coming in quiet growing numbers for
meditation, counselling and spiritual guidance. (They understand
that “even non-Buddhists can practise Buddhism.”)

Pledges are also known as “regular giving” (nicca,dana). Itis a kind
of training in commitment in merit, in faith, in joy and in a vision
that we can do much more together to being greater happiness to
ourselves and others where we live and even beyond. It is a prac-
tice in lovingkindness where we show active lovingkindness beyond

ourselves.

“When you give happily, you are giving happiness.”
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2 Learning from our pains

2 LEARNING FROM OUR PAINS

2.1 How self-healing works

Inall my 40 years of Buddhist counselling, I notice that all my clients
invariably claim that they are suffering some kind of emotional pain,
but at the end of it their smile speaks of their first step to healing.
The Buddhist dynamics of mind-healing is simple, compassionate
and effective. Let me briefly talk about how and why Buddhist
counseling works.

First, have the client define what the pain really is about and not to
make it bigger than what it really is. (Never tell the client “It’s all
right!” If so, he would not come for counselling!) The client will be
telling me a lot about himself or herself, some relevant, some not so
relevant. The idea is to look for signs and pattems in the forest of
words for the tree of truth. We work together to identify the real or
main issue.

Second, help the client discover the causes of his pain, which means
he needs to examine some deeper, even unconscious, aspects of his
life. The purpose is to bring the client into a mindful awareness and
acceptance of these causesas they are. We can prepare and protect
ourselves better when we know and see the “enemy.”

It is also at this stage, the client is taught the Buddhist teachings of
“non-ownership of pain” (that is, not clinging on to the victim
mentality, as stated in Dh 3-4), and of “dealing with the problem,
not person” (as taught in the Arana,vibhanga Sutta, M 139).

Third, | would facilitate the client to work out various alternatives or
possibilities of solutions. At this point, knowing the issues and client
better, | will be able to clarify why certain strategies would work
better than others.
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This is when | would teach the client some lovingkindness, which
essentially is unconditional self-acceptance of ourselfand of others,
of forgiving, of opening the doors of the heart. In some cases, the
problem is powerfully rooted in a sense of self-guilt; so, he is now
able to free himself from all notions of sin, lack of self-worth and
fear.

In the fourth and last stage, the client is briefed, by way of summary
and reinforcement, the roots of the issue, its manifestations, the
clients helpless reactions to such stimuli, and most importantly,
how now to wisely work with them.

It is at this point, too, the client can be given the teaching of the
“present moment.” A simple definition of “problem” is something
about the past or future that we feel powerless over. The client is
taught how to spend more time, if notall the time, in the present
moment, where true reality is. And to empower himself to live and
enjoy the present moment.

Buddhism has many tools to help us live the present moment
effectively, happily and creatively. Often, the client would be taught
some simple guided meditation, or better, to attend a full course of
beginner’s meditation. They are also encouraged to attend a course
on Buddhist psychology and similar courses that explain how the
mind and meditation works. In this way, they have a fuller
theoretical and practical grasp of self-empowerment, self-help and
self-healing, which Buddhist counseling is reallyabout.

Notice thatso far, | have never used the word “advice,” as counsel-
lors are not advisors. The reason for this is simple and important:
we only have a limited window of time with the client (say an hour
or so), and this is tooshort to give any advice which might affect the
client indefinitely.

We are more effective counsellors by facilitating or refereeing the
clientin learning how he should look at issues and situations more
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2 Learning from our pains

objectively and wisely. The special power of Buddhist counselling is
that it blesses us with self-empowerment. We do not need to rely
on any “other” power, be it someone else (like someone to blame
or to emotionally depend on) or something else (ike a God-idea or
demons).

Our problems arise in our minds, and they are best corrected there,
and by ourselves. We initially suffer because we know something is
wrong, we know that we can be better than this. Buddhist
counselling tells you how. It makes you a self-counsellor: Buddhism
tells you that you are the best person to know yourself. Otherwise,
you may need to examine your beliefs and values—and start with
Buddhist counselling.

2.2 No pain, no gain

Buddhism gives the best explanation and solution to why there is
suffering. Neither blaming anyone for it, nor seeking for answers in
history or myths, the Buddha discovers the nature of suffering and
how to end it, in the most effective way there is: at its source.

The Buddha goes through a lot suffering himself to find the answer
to this cosmic problem. At first, as a young man, he thinks that
sensual pleasures are the answer to our pains. After all, isn’t plea-
sure the oppaosite of pain? Buddhist stories tell us that he enjoys
everykind of sensual pleasure as a young prince.

The problem with pleasure is that it only delights us momentarily. If
it is sustained, it begins to bore us, and we need to look for new
ways of delighting ourselves. Pleasure is a word for our need for
variety. Why do we need variety? Because we are always (often
unconsciously) seeking for a way out of suffering.

If pleasure is only a temporary break from suffering, could the
answer be in the opposite direction? Why not deprive the body
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totally of pleasure, even torture it, so that, through pain, we will
free ourselves of it. The Buddha, in his efforts here, reaches a point
when he almost dies from physical exhaustion through self-mortifi-
cation. He realizes that we needa healthy body to support a healthy
mind.

One great advantage that the Buddha has is that he comes from an
ancient society where religious contemplation is common. If he
were born in a tribal community in the Middle East, troubled by
wars, invasions, and unrest, he might have come up with a tribal
religion that centresaround some almighty God idea.

Itis like natural selection in evolution, where what is best in us gets
carried on until all these mental genes, as it were, manifest them-
selves ina single person: the Buddha. But evolution of species is just
that: we evolve as a group, a tribe, a species.

But the group, tribe or species, can be so self-regulating as to be
self-limiting, even narcissistic. The crowd does not think; only indivi-
duals think. Good thinking makes true individuals. There are those
who think on their feet, but the Buddha, following the trend of his
days, finds that it is more effective to think when we sit: sitting in
meditation, that is.

As the Buddha sits peacefully in meditation, letting his thoughts
come and go as they will, he discovers that a thousand voices are
speaking at the same time. A crowd of voices, and the crowd does
not think. So he lets the passing crowd of thoughts move on.

When that crowd of thoughts has receded into the background of
his mind, a deep and great peace arises. Itis so calmand clear, it is
like looking into the lucid waters ofa huge and deep pool, and able

to see fishes, water creatures, beautiful pebbles, and treasures at
the bottom.
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2 Learning from our pains

Then he directs his lasersharp and crystal-clear mind to the prob-
lem at hand. He uses what | call the “Why” method, or what is
technically called “causal relations.”

Why do we suffer?
Because we are born.
Why are we born?
Because there are other humans.
Why are we born from other humans?
Because we cling to one another.
Why do we cling to oneanother?
Because of craving.
Why do we crave?
Because we feel.
Why do we feel?
Because of sense-stimuli.
Why are the senses stimulated?
Because we have the senses.
Why do we have the senses?
Because of mind and body?
Why are there mind and body?
Because of consciousness.
Why is there consciousness?
Because of our thoughts.
Why are there thoughts?
Because ofignorance.
Why is there ignorance?
I don’t know.

Then the Buddha examines this whole process of sufferingand how
it arises in the reverse sequence, and he discovers the ending of
suffering, and the path to its ending. The great 20" century poet,
James Joyce, poetized this in his “Finnegans Wake” (1967:18), in
these words:
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In the ignorance that implies impression that knits know-
ledge that finds the nameform that whets the wits that
convey contacts that sweeten sensation that drives desire
that adheres to the attachment that dogs death that
bitches birth that entails the ensuance of existentiality.

Suffering arises from ignorance. Ignorance is when we think we un-
derstand what we really are, but deep inside we are not really sure.
We have thoughts after thoughts; we hold on to all kinds of views,
especially those of God, gods, demons, spirits, and gurus; we are
attracted to fleeting pleasures, andso on.

Suggested solution: Just keep on asking yourself why, and don’t
make a conscious effort to answer. Let your heart speak, and let it
take its time. If you are courageous enough to examine the answers
with another why, and so on, you will soon enough discover your
true self.

2.3 Failure and Pain

Failure and pain does not mean that we are not good people. It
means that there are certain aspects of our lives that we have yet to
understand. Indeed, it takes some inner goodness to accept our
failureand pain, and to learn from them.

Just as a beautiful lotus rises from the mud in the dark depths ofthe
waters, so too if we look within our inner stillness, our potential will
blossom inall its glory.

The Buddha is the greatest of living beings because he is the one
who has suffered the most in various lives, and learned from them,
and out of compassion he shares that wisdom with us.
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2.4 So You Want to Kill Yourself?

Throughout my life as a monk and as a full-time lay Dharma
teacher, | have heard people tell me they want to kill themselves.
Let me relate a typical occasion when this happened. This is really
worth talking about because it shows how Buddhism can help us
understand and prevent suicide without blaminganyone.

Recently an old secondary school friend, a Christian (but an open-
minded one), who was dealing with an at-risk school-boy, phoned
me up to talk with this boy, who had been getting himself ever
deeper into trouble, so that he was heading for “structured
environment” (thatis, a boy's home).

In the course of our conversation, the boy, thinking he had no way
out of his predicament, resignedly and quietly said, “I think | want
to kill myself!” I have heard this many times before. Those who say
they want to kill themselves are unlikely to do so; maybe they are
simply asking for help.

Still, it is always vital to listen to what he is trying to say. The worst
thing to say at such a moment is “It's all right!” It is not at all right
when someone says he is thinking of killing himself. We just have to

keep on asking why until we have a good idea of the thoughts
behind the words.

But familiarity with the boy’s case allowed me to take a short-cut. |
reflectively asked him,

“So you thinkkilling yourself will end your problems?”
“Yes! After we die, there is nothing what!”

“You think so? Look at a plant; it dies, but a seed grows into a new
plant very much like it. The plant keeps on growing. Itis ‘reborn’
again and again. If the soil is bad, there’s not enough sunlight, not
enough water, the plant grows poorly.
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But right now the plant is not doing well because itis not propery
cared for. However, if the gardener takes good care of it, weeding it
regularly, giving it enough sun, watering it, and so on, it would grow
into a beautiful and healthy plant.

You are that plant; the gardener is your mind and youractions.”

As | talked | am reminded how difficult it would be for a God-be-
liever like my friend to counsel the boy. If he were to say, “You
cannot kill yourself because God created you,” or some argument
along that line. If the boy were to simply admit, “I do not believe in
God,” that would be the end of that help-line. Or worse, he might
blame God for all his problems.

There is another problem: how do we know that karma and rebirth
actually work. All we have as unawakened beings is the Buddha’s
word, or more exactly, what we find in our scriptures. In the Suttas,
we of course, have unequivocal and numerous statements
reportedly by the Buddha himself that he has direct experience of
these truths, and he is awakened, too.

As unawakened beings, we can say that such teachings as karma
and rebirth are skillful means that inspire us to do good rather than
evil. | find it very much easier to work with the ideas of karma and
rebirth because karma deals with our behavior and rebirth gives us
hope.

God is anidea ofa supreme being outside and above ourselves. The
notion of relying on an external being, especially a story-being, is
not really empowering. This is like imagining we have a fairy god-
mother always ready to help and protect us. If we are stuck with
this notion, then we have what psychologists call a dependence
problem: we will always need the group; we will be dependent on a
father-figure; we will never really grow up.
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My pointis that it is more empowering to tell people they can help
themselves. We disempower ourselves when we lose ourselves in
thoughts of our past, or when we are dragged into speculating
about the uncertain future. Only the now can empower us, only we
can empower ourselves. This is the heart of Buddhist social work

3 Friendship

and mental health.

(Inspired by the Sigalovada Sutta, D 31 & Thanani Sutta, A4.192)

16

3 FRIENDSHIP

3.1 My True-hearted Friend

When youare careless, he cares for you
When you're not looking, he looks after you
Inyour fears, he is a safe refuge
In your lack, he gives more than you need
Do you remember this true-hearted friend?

His secrets he tells you to make yousmile
Your secrets he keeps like his own
When you're troubled, he stands by you
He would even put you before himself
Do you remember this true-hearted friend?

When darkness clouds you, heshines a light
Gently he reminds you that good wins in the end
He tells you things you've never heard before
He shows you how to be happy here and now
Do you remember this true-hearted friend?

In your pains, he finds no joy
In your joys, he laughs with you
Who speaks ill of you, he shuns
Who speaks well ofyou, he lauds
Do you remember this true-hearted friend?
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Living with a person, yousee his goodness
Working with him, you know his honesty
In adversity, you truly taste his strength
Talking with him, you enjoy his wisdom

How do you know a true-hearted friend?
Look at him patiently
Watch him with wisdom

You can never find a true-hearted friend

You can only build friendship, show love

And learn to be true with all your heart
So that youare true-hearted yourself

4 L OVINGKINDNESS

4.1 Unconditional Love

The Straits Times of 1st January 2009 (Home) carries an article titled
“Religious groups bumping up aid kitty.” It first mentions that the
Singapore Buddhist Lodge has increased 2009's education budget
from $1 million to $1.2 million. Significantly, the Lodge president
explains, “What use is money if it’s sitting in a bank?” after the
global financial letdown that wiped almost $400 billion off the local
stock market (due to greed, dishonesty, and stupidity). The Buddhist
Lodge is known to offer such help to any needy person even if they
are not Buddhists.

Then, inthe next paragraph, The Straits Times reports that the City
Harvest Church, a local mega-church, is offering to pay its members’
school fees and textbooks, and for some, computers. There are
further conditions: successful applicants will have to fulfill 4 hours

of community work (read church-related effort) and attend church
services.
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4 Lovingkindness

This piece of report s interesting as it helps us to see the difference
between conditional love and unconditional love. “Conditional
love” basically means | will only love you if you listen to me, doas |
say, and, often enough, be like me. This is a narrow and tribal
attitude. Ifyou do not belong to the gang, “body and soul,” you are
out.

This was the situation with the brahmanical system up to the Bud-
dha's time. There was the caste system then. An old story told that
the brahmins (priest class) were born from Gods mouth, so their
task was to pray for others. Then, came the kshatriyas (warrior
class)who arose from God’s arms, so that their duty was to protect
the priests. On a lower rung were the vaishyas (the business class),
born from God’s thighs: they were to serve and enrich the two
upper classes. And fourthly, were the feet-born shudras (menial
workers), who did all the lowly work none of the other classes
would do.

Still, you would be lucky if you belonged to any of these classes,
especially the first three. You were entitled to “benefit” from the
prayers of the brahmins, that is, for a generous donation. There was
a “fifth” non-class, the outcastes, who were mostly the darkskinned
natives.

The class or caste system was maintained by the fair-skinned Aryan
invaders, and the creation myth was understandably invented by
the brahmins for social control andself-advantage.

All this seemed to work for a few thousand years, that is, until the
people became more settled and educated, and began to think for
themselves. They realized the oppression of the brahmins, the
“established church” More importantly, after millennia of medita-
tion history, many of them came closer to understanding the true
nature ofllife. In the growing stillness of their spirituality, these yogis
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noticed that the brahmins were simply enslaving their minds with
false views and misguiding them with oppressive and false religion.

The new group of serious thinkers and reformers were called shra-
manas, that is, religionists who rejected the established brahmin
“church.” The most prominent, and most awakened, of these anti-
brahminical reform teachers are the Buddha.

The Buddha is the most prominent of the non-brahminical teachers
because he speaks out the loudest and clearest against the oppress-
ive and misguided brahmanical gurus and systems. The Buddha’s
teachings in the Suttas that speak out against the blood sacrifices,
social discriminations, exploitations and false teachings of the brah-
manical system remain today as some of the most inspiring records
of the struggle to free society and ourselves as individuals from
systems (especially religion) than wants to herd us up like cattle
with their God-idea, and cage us up like sheep with the eternal-life
promises.

The Buddha teaches us to break out of these false cages and invisi-
ble fences, to free ourselves from tribal notions of religion. The
Abrahamic religions that first arose in the Middle East are under-
standably the most tribal, because they lived in tribes in the deserts
and wilderness, and they needed some kind of single-God-idea to
unify them against other tribes and to be under the social control of
the leader (almostalways a male).

Even as | write, the Israelis and the Palestinians, both belonging to
Abrahamic family of religion, are relentlessly and viciously bombing
each other!

A wholesome largescale effort is a secular govemment that pro-
tects religious freedom. This is perhaps the best we can do on a
social level. There can only be true peace, prosperity and progress
inanindividual when he has unconditional love.
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In fact, early Buddhism teaches unconditionality on all levels. We
begin by accepting ourselves unconditionally, just as we are, and
start from there to better ourselves.

Then, we learn to see others just as they are, accepting them un-
conditionally, but we can only do this when we have accepted our-
selves unconditionally (that is, uncaging our minds and freeing our
hearts).

Buddhism also teaches us how to accept ourselves and others
unconditionally, that is, through the cultivation of lovingkindness.
May all beings (not just humans, but all beings, animals, non-
humans, etc) be well and happy. We treat other as we would have
ourselves treated, which is, of course, the golden rule. In this sense,
Buddhism is the universal religion.

What does it mean to show unconditional love? When we meet a
fallen being, we first try to help him up, and then teach him to help
himself. When we meet a man hurt with an arrow, we gently re-
move that arrow, and nurse him so that the wound would heal
itself.

No greater love has a man than this, that he lives for another. | say
this unconditionally. (See Vism 9.40-41/307 & 9.108/321)

4.2 Lovingkindness is Simply Healing

Every public session of lovingkindness meditation | have conducted
brings a sense of joyful peace at the end of it. Often there are silent,
sullen, even unhappy faces, at the start of the sitting, butat the end
ofthe lovingkindness session, whether it is of the Forest Tradition or
the Insight Method, the meditators show themselves to be more
relaxed and smiling.
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Sometimes the response of such meditators can be dramatic. There
were occasions when a tough-looking person would relate how he
“broke down” during the meditation recalling some past sad event,
something he (or she) thought he had forgotten. At first blush, the
memory was powerfully sad, but surprisingly with lovingkindness,
he was able to unconditionally forgive that source of pain, and
actually felt good, as there was closure finally.

Sometimes, a meditator would use a beautiful memory or imagery
to strengthen the feeling of lovingkindness. Due to the calmness
arising from the eadier sitting of breath meditation, he found such
animage so strongly blissful that joyful tears would stream from his
eyes.

For those who are experiencing this bliss of lovingkindness for the
first time, it can be an earth-shaking experience, so to speak. Some-
times they wonder if it is all right to feel so blissful. Of course it is,
that is what lovingkindness meditation (and the breath meditation,
too)is about. It isabout joy, zest and mental focus.

| suspect many people do try lovingkindness meditation by them-
selves without any teacher. And they have experienced such bliss or
profound calm. But without some level of wisdom, they might fear
these wonderful experiences, or simply do not know the value of
such states. This is where a meditation teacher as a spiritual friend
helps tostrengthen the meditator’s faithand effort in the practice.

Like breath meditation, lovingkindness should be cultivated without
any expectation. Simply sit like a fresh beautiful flower in the bright
sunlight. Visualize a very happy event (or events) in your life. Redive
the joyful feeling, and do not let the thoughts and details get in the
way.

In lovingkindness practice, we feel the blissful states directly, with-
out a thought, without a word. However, where is any distraction, a
suitable sentence or two, such as “May | be well!” or | accept
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myself justas | am!” slowly and sub-verbally said a few time would
clear the mind. Then remain totally silent and let the lovingkindness
grow.

The Buddha reminds us that cultivating lovingkindness even for a
moment is to practise his teaching. For, all good things start with a
single thought.

Even if you have no time to sit in meditation, there is one moment
in your life you should never neglect in keeping it positive. That is
the moment just before falling asleep. As you lie comfortably to end
the day, clear your mind of everything else: renounce the world for
the night. Tell yourself all those happy thoughts you like: “May | be
well, may | be happy, may | be at peace with myself” and similary
to those who are important to you.

Fall asleep happily, and wake up happily: this will change your life
for good. Tryit.

4.3 God is Love—And More

25 December is “Buddhist Renewal Day.” The presence of other
world religions and their great successes show that human ideas are
powerful which can lead or mislead others. Much of the world’s
sufferings in the past and today are due to religious wrong views.
And this will continue if we do not educate ourselves in true
goodness.

I would like to share a very important reflection on the role of
BuddhaWord in freeing the human mind from oppression, especial-
ly religious oppression. We can look at the evolution of human
freedom andspiritual liberationas freeing societyand the individual
from the harmful aspects of the God-belief,
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In the Buddha’ time, the brahmins used the God-idea and invented
the universal soul to control the minds and wealth of the masses.
Even then only the four classes of high society were allowed to
practise brahmanical religion. The rest were outcastes, outside the
privileged tribe. In many important discourses such as the Tevijja
Sutta (D 13) and the Alagadd(pama Sutta (M 22), the Buddha clear-
ly speaks out on the falsehoodand dangers of such ideas.

Then came the idea of the divine rights ofkings, which asserted that
kings (and queens) derived from God their absolute power over
othersand all things. By the 16™ and 17" centuries we see the abso-
lute monarchs rampantly abusing their power until Oliver Crom-
well’s work broke this myth in England. Decades later this inspired
the French Revolution similarly to reject royalty using the God-idea
to empower themselves and persecute others.

Unfortunately, the white Europeans then saw God as white and
used such ideas as an excuse to conquer “lesser” races (the non-
Europeans) to bring them to God. This part of our history is so
painful that itis understandable that some of us try to be optimistic
and point to the benefits that colonialism had brought us. The point
is that our forefathers had worked hard to liberate us, and we
should be grateful to them.

Today, we still see the God-idea beingabused by the terrorists, the
mass bombers, the evangelists, and the intolerant teachers. | am
deeply pained when | see so much hate in the faces of “God-believ-
ers” in the newspapers and violence in his name.

When | began my religious life, | was told by preachers that “God is
love?” Later | found that this love is a very limited and tribal one.
God only loves us if we are the members of a certain group. Other-
wise, he will send us to hell,and so on.
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Then | discovered Buddhism, and the Buddha too declares that
“God is love.” The Buddha describes the goodness of God so com-
pletely, thatitis almost impossible to add anything more positive.

God is lovingkindness: unconditional love for all beings, divine,
human andanimal.

God is compassion: he helps to make good everyone, no matter
how bad—think of Avalokitesvara or Guanyin.

God is altruistic joy: he is not dependent on your adoration and
worship, but rejoices in your goodness.

Above all, God is equanimity: he remains inwardly still no matter
what happens in the world—we are accountable for our actions,
badand good.

The most wonderful message the Buddha has given us is that God is
not in heaven or out there, but right here within us (the kingdom of
God in within us). You are filled with Godliness

when you are full of lovingkindness
and unconditionally accept others;
when you are compassionate to those with problems
or who are not so fortunate;
when you rejoice in the successand goodness of others; and
when you are inwardlystill, no matter what happens,
despite the best you have done.

Plant the seeds of goodness, shine them with the light of loving
kindness, water them with compassion, weed and prune them with
altruistic joy, and enjoy them with equanimity.

You need not change your religion to follow the Buddha’ teachings.
Turn your back from evil; walk towards the good. You will begin to
understand the true meaning of whatever good that you believe in.
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When you bow low enough, when you close your eyes in stillness,
you will see the true God, and he is beyond the wildest dream of
any religion or philosophy or holiness. This is the God that none of
us can abuse. This God is truly love, light, life and liberation.

Please join me in this universal prayer for world peace and inner
stillness. May we rise above all religions to see true reality directly
with joyand peace.

4.4 When Love is Truly Blind

[A friend sent me this warm Buddhistic story,
which | present with minor editing.]

Two men, both seriously ill, occupied the same hospital room.

One man was allowed to sit up in his bed for an hour each after-
noon to help drain the fluid from his lungs. His bed was next to the
room’s only window.

The other man had to spend all his time flat on his back.

The men talked for hours on end. They spoke of their wives and
families, their homes, their jobs, their involvement in the military
senvice, where they had been on vacation

Every afternoon, when the man in the bed by the window could sit
up, he would pass the time by describing to his roommate all the
things he could see outside the window.

The manin the other bed began to live for those one hour periods
where his world would be broadened and enlivened by all the
activity and color of the world outside.

The window over looked a park with a lovely lake. Ducks and swans
played on the water while children sailed their model boats. Young
lovers walked arm inarm amidst flowers of every color and a fine
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view of the city sky line could be seen in the distance.

As the man by the window described all this in exquisite details, the
man on the other side of the room would close his eyes and
imagine this picturesque scene.

One warm afternoon, the man by the window described a parade
passing by.

Although the other man could not hear the band, he could see it in
his mind’s eye as the gentle man by the window portrayed it with
descriptive words.

Days, weeksand months passed.

One moming, the day nurse arrived to bring water for their baths
only to find the lifeless body of the man by the window, who had
died peacefullyin his sleep.

As soon as it seemed appropriate, the other man asked if he could
be moved next to the window. The nurse was happy to make the
switch, and after making sure he was comfortable, she left him
alone.

Slowly, painfully, he propped himself up on one elbow to take his
first look at the real world outside. He strained to slowly turn to
look out the window besides the bed.

It faced a blank wall!

The man asked the nurse what could have compelled his deceased
roommate who had described such wonderful things outside this
window.

The nurse responded that the man was blind and could not even
see the wall.

She said, “Perhaps he just wanted to encourage you.”
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Epilogue:

There is tremendous happiness in making others happy, despite our
own situations.

Shared grief is half the sorrow, but happiness when shared, is
doubled. If you want to feel rich, just count all the things you have
that money can’t buy.

“Today” isa gift, that is why it is called “the Present.”

4.5Lovels

To love life is to be the most valuable thing there is:
love not just your body, but feel for your heart,

for, your body may not heed to you,

but your heart stills you in its beat to the last.

To love life is tosee others just as you see yourself;
lust, on the other hand, is very private limited;
what you hate in others, you hate in yourself, too.
True love is to hold another’s heart in your own,

You cannot love just a part ofa person,

for, then you will miss all the rest:

to love the whole person is see another as is,
for, to love is to love fully.

To love someone is to see words as blissful sound,
to speak beautifully is to feel what you say,

to feel what you say is to hear with your heart,
and your heart will breathe an open space.
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To love is to blossom like a sweet flower,
its roots in the dirt, its face in the light;
itis most beautiful justas itis,

always there whatever the weather,

Love is giving and forgiving,

always meeting for the first time,

love is more than just presents:

itis the moment that passes so quickly.

Above all, love is a spacious silence,
without which there is no music,

the healing stillness between breaths
that you feel only in letting go.

4.6 Who Really is Guanyin?

Throughout my life, | have had a number of personal experiences of
Guanyin. Such Guanyin encounters strongly reinforce my faith in
Dhama-moved compassion. Of course, | am not alone in such
experiences. In fact, in one of my public talks, a Catholic woman
came up to me and privately confessed to me that although she was
brought up as Christian, she kept having visions and dreams of
Guanyin. What shall | do? She asked. Sadhu! | said, you have the
best of two worlds!

Compassion has many manifestations and appears to everyone at
the right time. Let me begin with the more mundane ones. Once as
a monk, | was caught in a heavy downpour, and invoked Guanyin to
stop the rain so that | could return to my vihara. The rain fell
heavier! | thought | had lost my faith. Then a car drove up to me,
and the driver asked, “Would you like a lift back?” While in the dry
car, | reflected: one puny human wanted the whole sky to stop rain-
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ing just for him to cross the road, but Guanyin was wiser in his com-
passion!

On another occasion, | was buying books in a Buddhist bookshop,
and had selected quite a pile of books, left on the cashier’s counter.
I was still browsing for more books, when, in the corner of my eye, |
noticed a woman in white (like a vegetarian lay practitioner), came
in and walked out. When | finally went to the counter to pay for the
books, the cashier said that they all have been paid for by the lady
in white! And she did not know who that white lady was!

Another encounter. After giving a talk at a Malaysian university, |
was driven back to the vihara by one of my students. Halfway along
the dark highway (it was about 11 pm), the car suddenly stalled! My
student had forgotten to top up the petrol. So we are stuck by the
lonely highway with vehicles zooming by. It is understandable that
no one stopped, seeing a group of young people with a bald man
dressed in a blanket (I was still a monk then).

Then someone on a Honda Cub stopped and we told him of our
predicament. He said he would try to help us, and scooted off. Half
an hour passed, and we also forgotten about this passerby. And
then a bike stopped by again: it was the same man and he handed
us a container of petrol' Before we could pay him or even thank
him, he scooted off again into the night.

One of my most dramatic encounters with Guanyin was when | was
running a Buddhist retreat for a group of NUS medical students (in
the 1980s) in the National Park, Malaysia. We were on a jungle walk
at Lata Berkoh, and came to a neary dry river bed, narrowed down
to a channel of powerful rushing water just too wide for anyone of
us tojump across. So | told those students who could swim to push
a fallen tree trunk across it so that we could walk across onit.

Once in the water, the trunk was immediately dragged by the cur-
rents into the deep pool downriver, along with all the four boys!
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Three ofthemswam back to safety, but the fourth was seen clinging
to the trunk The trunk rolled over a couple of times, and the boy
disappeared into the water, both slomy moving farther away. Stand-
ing on the bank, I could only helplessly watch and invoke Guanyin
while the other boys jumped in again to save him.

After the boy was brought to safety, | spoke to him, telling him how |
had feared for his life. Then he told me a remarkable thing: he said
that he actually felt very peaceful under the water, and did not feel
like coming up again! He felt just like letting go of everything. Then
aradiant lady in white appeared above him (in the water) with out-
stretched hands. And he found himselfon the water surface again!

These are encounters of faith, and are not easy to explain in words.
But | often like to say that if you give compassion a chance in your
life, you will be well rewarded by it. Compassion has no religion, no
race, and no borders: itis boundless. Its presence reflects our being
at our spiritual best, reminding us that we are capable of spiritual
liberation. For Guanyin is that great compassion in our hearts. (I tell
the God-believers who attend my classes that “this is the Kingdom
of God within us.”)

Itis not important for us to have such dramatic experiences. In fact,
if such experiences are misunderstood, we can feel proud or self-
righteous about them. We should be humbled by them, and be
reminded of the uncertainty and frailty of life, and not to take
others (especially our near and dear ones) for granted.

For me, these are now memories, but powerful and happy me-
mories that serve as great starters for the cultivation of loving-
kindness. | invite you forget about all the pains that others have
done to you, but to remember all the happy and precious moments
you have encountered. These happy memories, not the negative
ones, will best heal and help you become a better person.
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4.7 The Chickduck

The Jataka are full of stories of wit and wisdom. Most of these
stories are ancient folk tales. In SE Asia we even have new Jataka
tales written probably in northern Myanmar or northern Thailand
(the area was the same in ancient times). Now I’m going to write (or
rewrite) one such story which talks of true love.

One day, in Tavatimsa, when Shakra, lord of the devas, felt really
bored with the devas and devis, he decided to spend some quiet
time on earth. He went down toa beautiful park, something like the
McRitchie reservoir area.

He was just beginning to relax under a jambu tree when he saw a
couple walking together nearby. As Shakra was often in love himself
before, he was curious whether the couple really loved one another.
(He was invisible to earthlings, so the couple could notsee him.)

So Shakra projected a hologram of a divine chickduck, which looked
like a chicken but quacked like a duck! It waddled along farin front
ofthe couple, just enough for them so see and hear it.

The wife, who had good eyes, said, “Its a chicken!”
“No!”said the husband, who had good ears, “Its a duck!”

They went on arguing: every time the chickduck flapped its wings,
the wife said, “It’s a chicken!” Every time the chickduck quacked,

the husband said, “Its a duck!”

But every time the couple were silent, they saw the chickduck slow-

ingdown, so that they had a better view ofit. So they became more
silent, and finally, they clearly saw this most wonderful bird that
Shakra had projected in virtual reality.

“You're right, dear,” said the wife, hearing it quacked, “It’s a duck!”

http://dharmafarer.org 31




4 Lovingkindness

“You're right, too, dear,” said the husband, seeing it more clearly,
“It’s a chicken!”

Lord Shakra was delighted with the couple. Disguising himself as a
National Parks guide, he, sternly but with a smile, told the couple
that night was falling, and that they should go home right away and
spend quality time together. As soon as they turned their back, he
vanished and reappeared in Tavatimsa, happy with his good deed
for the day.

(Note: Shakra’s next good deed will only happenin about 80 years’
time. Well, that’s how long a Tavatimsa day is compared to the
earthly one.)

Moral:

Love grows when one spouse tries to see things from other’s view-
point, seriously.

Or, you can try your luck taking a walk in McRitchie Reservoir Park.

But beware, when Shakra is not around, it could be Mara who has
projected a shapeshifting bird. It becomes whatever you want it to
be. Soifyou thinkitis a duck, it isa duck. If you think it is a chicken,
it is a chicken. This leads to endless quarrels, separations and
divorces. The sad thing is that both are right, but we do not
appreciate the other loved one’s viewpoint. The other problem is
that, unlike Shakra, Mara is always around, especially when we are
angry or suspicious of our loved one!

4.8 The Ghosts Amongst Us

Some kinds of ghosts can really harm us if we are not careful. For
example, when we are walking home from work in the dark, and
suddenly out of nowhere this bicycle rider, dark and silent, swoosh
just a hair’s breadth from you.
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You also see them in the trains: they stand at the doors and wait.
The moment the doors open, they rush in as if there is no one
coming out from the train. In fact, they do not see others, as they
are from another realm: they are the real ghosts that we meet in
real life.

Or, we see them in gatherings, their faces dark and unsmiling. Si-
lently they brush by you as ifyou are not there. In fact, they are not
able to see you, as theyare only looking for their own kind.

There is one good way you can help such suffering beings: show
them your lovingkindness and smile in your heart at them.

Above all, do not mirror them: that is a sure way of becoming a
ghost, too!

4.9 The Temple of God is Within Us

The biggest mistake people make about religion is that they think it
is about God, god or gods. Such ideas make interesting stories,
which can be useful in helping some of us, especially in the training
ofthe youngand growing up, about ethical and good conduct.

The danger, howevwer, is very real when we mistake a story (no mat-
ter how great the story is) for reality. The main difficulty with stori-
es is that they are language-based: they are communicated through
words. And people put their own meanings to words, and so begins
politics.

The God-idea is the most paliticized of human ideas. The reason is
simple: it is a good way to control others and resources. People are
compared to sheep, fishes or crops to be “harvested.” Even after
the days of colonialism, the idea of colonizing the minds and bodies
of others continue to trouble us through the God religions of today.
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If only God could right now appear in the sky or on our global inter-
netand address us all. Thenagain | don’t think people will listen to
him anyway. For he is unlikely to be like anyone or anything we
have defined or described.

The Buddha knows (some 2600 years ago) the problems with God-
ideas and related ideologies. He often speaks against them. In his
own stories, the Buddha often presents God (or Brahma as he is
called then) very differently from the way the “power-mode”
people define him.

Most Buddhists can understand and accept the notion that “God is
love.” This notion is a universal one and does not belong to any
religion, and this is important. We are not talking statistics here, but
about being human, and then being divine ourselves.

A short remarkable sutta records how Brahma compassionately
comes down from his heaven and tellsa devotee (the mother ofthe
monk Brahma,deva) not to make offerings to him (Brahma), be-
cause heavenly beings neither need nor can take earthly food!
Furthermore, says Brahma, it is more meritorious to offer that food
to the monk Brahma,deva!

The temple of God is within us, so let us not look outside. This is the
message we should give to others who are God-believers and who
wonder ifthey can also be Buddhists.

Tell your Goddoving friends, first reflect on the love, compassion,
joy and equanimity of God. (This is called Devata’nussati.) Then,
when the mind is peaceful and loving, go on to do breath medita-
tion,and feel even a deeper stillness.
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5 MORAL VIRTUE

5.1 Say No, Say Yes, Be Silent

Avery simple approach to Buddhist practice is this threefold train-
ing:

(1) Sayno,

(2) Sayyes,

(3) Besilent.

Buddhist training begins by our learning to say no, that is,

(1) No to harminglife and living beings;

(2) No to takingthe not-given;

(3) Notodisrespecting the body of others and our own;
(4) Noto falsehood and deception;

(5) No to anythingaddictive (drinking, gambling, etc).

Whether you recite the precepts or not, karma still works on you.
The precepts remind us that life can be even more fun when we
follow these rules. What is football, or any sports, without the
rules?

We should say no to the evangelists because they are close-minded,
and often have serious emotional problems of wanting to dominate
others.

We should say no to mental distractions. In fact, this is the essence
of meditation practice for beginners. Just keep bringing the mind
back to the meditation object, gently and with kindness.

Say yes to lovingkindness and happiness: Keep watching your
breath: it's the only one you have. Heal your own mind: it’s the only
one you can really heal.
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When we were kids, many of us sucked our thumbs. One day, we
see itas all red, swollen and wrinkled. We lose all desire to suck it

any more.

When we have negative habits, we are in another way sucking our
thumb again. When we look carefully, we will see the redness, the
swell, and the wrinkles.

Whenever you can, simply be silent, and let the stillness reveals the
wonders of your inner goodness and strengths you may not realize
you have.

The Buddha is constantly reminding us to look for our inner
strength. From the time of hisawakening to the final nirvana.

5.2Learn to Say “no!”

The Buddbhist life is sometimes said to comprise the three trainings:
training in moral virtue, training in mental concentration and train-
ing in wisdom. Training in moral virtue is basically the restraining
and refining of our bodily actions and speech. Mental training is
that of letting go of mental distractions so that it is focused with
inner stillness. And training in wisdom deals with overcoming wrong
views.

Another way of looking at the three trainings has to do with know-
ingwhen to say ‘yes’ and when to say ‘no’. The three trainings then
can be said to be learning to say ‘yes’, learning to say ‘no’, and
learning to be silent. In moral training, we learn to say no to various
unwholesome actions (that is, keeping to the Five Precepts). In
mental cultivation, we train in joy to support our meditation. And in
wisdom training, we discover the nature of true reality that is be-
yond words.
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Buddhist living begins by our learning to say “no,” that is, no to
harming life, no to taking the not-given, no to sexual misconduct, no
to falsehood, and no to drunkenness and addiction. For the sake of
mental cultivation and inner peace, we must be courageous to say
“No!” to the close-minded evangelists who try to force their un-
wholesome views upon us.

Mental cultivation begins with saying ‘yes’ to your inner goodness.
We make every effort to remember our happy days and goodness
within us, and the happiness and goodness that others have shown
us. Negative thoughts easily shadow us uninvited. We need to make
extra effort to brighten our lives with happy memories and faith in
goodness.

Evenifwe think that the “real” world is cruel and unjust, we should
spend quiet time to remind ourselves that our own goodness is its
own reward. Ifwe learn to be happy with our innerstillness then we
are not dependent on external stimulation for our happiness. We
are emotionally independent, at peace with ourselves.

To be emotionally independent is to be like the gentle green grass
that bends with the wind, only to rise up again in the sunshine
when the storm is over. These winds are called gain and loss, praise
and blame, fame and obscurity, happiness and sorrow.

To train in wisdom is to see impermanence in all things, bad or
good. When bad things happen to us, remind ourselves that they
are impermanent. That way, we learn not to “own” the pain: we let
go of suffering. When good things happen to us, we remind
ourselves they are impemanent; so we value them more and leam
to be better from them.

When we are wise in saying ‘no’ at the right time, we refuse to run
our lives by other people’s rules and expectations. When we are
wise in saying ‘yes’ at the right time, we empower ourselves to
touch the best in us and to benefit others. Most importantly, there
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are times to be simply silent, so that we can truly know ourselves
and be truly free.

5.3 The Five Precepts are Universal

Whether we recite the Five Precepts or not, whether we are Bud-
dhist or not, whether we believe or not, their karmic effects still
work on us. This is because the Five Precepts are based on “natural
morality.” Natural morality refers to the way of things we see in the
universe.

The first precept is against killing, that is, the respect for life. All
living beings value life. We don’t even need religion to tell us this.
No one invented this truth; it isalways there. Itisa natural truth.

The second precept is againststealing, that is, not taking what is not
given. We all have to work for a living, or we are supported by
others who work for a living. Through industry and honesty, we eam
our supports for life. If someone were to take this away, it would
bring us suffering. When we steal from someone, we are effectively
and wrongfully taking away his happiness. This applies to all human
beings. Itis a natural truth.

The third precept is against sexual misconduct, that is, we should
not disrespect the body. We do not like others to do what they like
with our body. This is also true of everyone else. In other words, we
naturally want others to respect us when we say “No.” This is our
natural freedom. When we rape, abuse or kidnap someone (for
example), we are taking away that person’s freedom. That person
suffers pain.

The fourth precept is against falsehood, against communicating
what is untrue, harsh, disharmonious and useless. This is again
something natural: if there is no truth, then it is no use of my
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writing about all this. You would have wasted your time reading
this! Truth is the very basis of wholesome human communication.

The fifth precept is against taking anything intoxicative or addictive,
suchas drinks. The aim here is not to cloud our minds or lose self-
control, which will then make it easier for us to break any or all of
the previous four precepts. For we have difficulty keeping this pre-
cept, we must know how to stop before we get drunk. This fifth
precept is like a door leading to mental cultivation or meditation. If
our mind is clear, then it is easier to cultivate it.

Reciting the precepts is a good way of reminding ourselves to have
greater resolve to keep them. However, when we break any pre-
cept, we should not feel guilty, as this is not a commandment, but
they are more like the rules ofa game. If we break the rules of foot-
ball, for example, then it is no more fun to play the game.

If we have broken a precept, then we should examine the condi-
tions that caused us to do so. We should work at reducing or remov-
ing those conditions. This is what the precepts are about: removing
the negative conditions, and becoming happier people.

The Five Preceptsare the minimumstandards of being human. They
are the quality control for our human life. When we keep our pre-
cepts well, we will never be rebom in subhuman states (as an
animal, a ghost,an asura, or hell-being).

Through keeping the precepts, our good works become truly effect-
ive. We are not merely showing that we are good: we are really
good. Through our moral virtue, we will see heaven here and now,
and itis easier to become a streamwinner.
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6 MEDITATION

6.1 Failure and Giving Up

| was invited to give a meditation demo to a group of schooal
teachers, and the person who invited me to do this gently warned
me that some of them might walk out halfway as they were new to
meditation.

The pointis that we tend to judge things at first blush. But more of-
ten than not, we tend to give up when we find something (like
meditation) is difficult. Sometimes we might even blame the
method itself or the teacher (perhaps his looks, race, or even
dress).

In fact, it is these people with such thoughts who really need medi-
tation more than anyone else. So the meditation teacher needs to
use every skill to “sell” the idea that they can meditation so that
they will suspendall prejudgements and give themselves a chance.

A secret about meditation is this: there is really no such thing as
failure, except for giving up.

The mind has a way of lying to itself, and does this in the most
elaborate and convincing way.

6.2 How Mindfulness Strengthens Us

At the end of a meditation sitting, | always tell the class to “review
your practice,” like what the forest monks do, too. To review your
practise is basically to recall the peace, joy or focus you felt, even
for an instant, during the meditation. The idea is not to “think” but
to “feel” it, and to remember it.
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This way, as more and more happy thoughts build up in us, our
negative thoughts are displaced, and have less chances of control-
ling and autopilotting us through negative habits.

Dhyana (Pali jhana) is great if you can attain it (it’s like running as a
marathon or sporting in the Olympics). But, you need not get into
dhyana to be happy. Sometimes people take dhyana like some kind
of championship medal, and keep training for it, as it were, so that
they forget to “enjoy” (en-joy, feel the joy) of the sitting in the
present moment.

In meditation, the journey itself is the destination. Or, another way
of putting it, we simply learn to walk by walking.

The idea of meditating is to enjoy the present-moment awareness.
This easier when you make extra effort to let go of thoughts about
your work, your relationships, your religion, and most of all, about
your self. In other words, you begin to meditate by simply forgetting
about your self, about the past or the future.

Avery simple way to meditate is to imagine yourselfto be asecurity
guard of a very highsecurity building. You have six monitors (your
six senses), and you look carefully at each of them, one ata time.
The interesting thing here is you remove the difficulty or danger
simply by paying close attention to it, that’s all. And you must not
move away from the safety of your seat.

You see something on the eye monitor:
“just looking, just looking”; let it come, let it go.

You hear something on the ear monitor:
“sound,sound”; let it come, let it go.

You smell something on the nose monitor:
“smelling, smelling”; let it come, let it go.

You taste something on the tongue monitor:
“tasting, tasting”; let it come, let it go.
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You feel something on the body monitor:
“feeling, feeling”; let it come, let it go.

You experience a thought on the mind monitor:
“thinking, thinking”; let it come, let it go.

Every time your attention wanders, immediately bring it back to the
breath (if you are doing breath meditation). After doing this for a
while, you will notice your breath becoming more relaxed and
slower: you need less oxygen, you burning up or decaying more
slowly, as it were! (Notice how much oxygen you burn when you get
angry.)

As you breathe more calmly, you will notice gaps or spaces between
your breaths. In-breath..a gap..out-breath..a gap.. and so on.
These are spaces of stillness, the source of inner joy and higher
creativity. This is the silence between the musical notes of life.

Keep watching these still spaces in between your breaths, and a
wonderful stillness will arise in you.

While the storm rages in the world around us, may we find joyful
stillness in the centre of our breaths.

Whatever religion you follow, you will find that this stillness helps
you know yourself better. | share this with you out ofimmeasurable
lovingkindness and for a more peaceful productive society.

The highest religion is true inner stillness.

6.3 Meditation Goes Beyond the Brain
Scientists now know that meditation is healthy for your brain and

your body, but Buddhists know that meditation is good for your
whole being.
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We have a triune (three-in-one) brain: the lizard brain (the spinal
bulb), the dog brain (the limbic system) and the human brain (the
neo-cortex, the largest past of the brain).

The lizard brain controls our breath, vision and body movements,
and arouses sexual feelings, pulls us away from danger and makes
us want to control our surrounding. With breath meditation, our
breath and heartbeat slow down, calming the lizard brain. We
become more physically relaxed.

The dog brain experiences emotions, such as love, and other feel-
ings. The cultivation of lovingkindness enriches and extends this
area of our being, allowing more trust and joy beyond ourselves.

The human brain or neo-cortex deals with language and reason. It
makes music, poetry, and beautiful things possible. It also deals
with reason. This is where our worries arise from as it were.

When we combine a healthy balance of breath meditation and
lovingkindness, harmonizing our head with our heart, all the three
levels of the brain are harmonized. We become more than the sum
of our physical parts.

The dog brain tends to be stuck in_the past, remembering old
things, and the human brain tends to look ahead, often remaining
stuck in the non-existent future. So if we are only brain-centred, we
are neither here nor there most of the time.

When the whole brain and the body are unified in a single thought,
such as the joyful breath, then we are in the present moment, the
only reality we can ever know

Try this simple experiment: sit quietly and simply watch your breath
until it is very gentle and slow with gaps of no-breath in between.
Notice how peaceful those breath-gaps are.
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If you wish to read more about the triune brain, see this website
(thanks, Yew Thong for the information): http://www.thebiggest-
ideas.com/cgi-bin/viewps cgi?you_have three brainsps.txt

6.4 Timelessness and Meditation

One of the most mysterious aspects of the Dharma is that it is
“timeless” (akalika). This interesting quality can be experienced
“here and now” (sanditthika), and we are to “come and see” (ehi
passika) it for ourselves.

When we are troubled by things we do not like, we wish time would
move faster. When we are enjoying something, we feel as ifitis too
short a time. But when we are really enjoying something, especially
when we are joyful, it feels like forever. This is because we have
touched the present moment.

Present-moment awareness can be cultivated. All we need to do is
close our eyes and focus on something going on in the body, say,
the breath. The first thing we might notice is that some thoughts
are dancingin our minds.

Some of these thoughts are from the past What did | today? |
should have done that ages ago. Why did | not do this thing? And so
on. Other thoughts are about the future: What will I do after this?|
will do this and this later. This person has not retumed my call. And
soon. We are notin the present moment atall.

We need toreturn to the present moment where we really are: we
need to return to the breath. We can begin by simply noting the
“in” and “out” of the breath with these two words. As we become
more focussed on the breath, simply know it is coming in, simply
know it is going out.
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Ifwe hear a sound, know it, let it go. Do not comment on it, do not
add anything. Let it come, let it go. Ifa thought arises, know it, let it
come, letit go in the same manner.

Pain and discomfort can be a wonderful teacher. Pain is a natural
thing because we have a body. Physical pain can be removed by a
small adjustment in the way we sit. So if we assume a good posture
right from the start, we need not move at all right through the
meditation.

How does bodily pain become mental pain? When we “own” it: we
complain “I” am feeling this pain; it is hurting “me,” “my” body is
suffering. We are thinking, not meditating.

How do we learn from pain? First acknowledge it: this is pain
(numbness, discomfort, a tic). Observe it for what it is: it rises,
peaks, and falls away. It may go on for a while, but it will sooner or
laterstop. Pain is impermanent.

If we can do this, then we are experiencing inner peace for our-
selves. No one can do this for us. Wisdom arises through the
persistence in watching impermanence in all our actions. As such,
true reality arises to the wise (paccattam veditabbo viffidghi),
without any help from others.

This wisdom gives us access (opanayika) to inner peace that frees us
from the ideas of evil, sin, fear, anger, and other negative emotions.
The most wonderful thing about such a spiritual exercise is that we
are in charge. No dogma, no belief, no worship, no religion: just the
present moment of stiliness.

Meditation shows us how thoughts (both ours and others) control
us, and how to let go of them. We begin to truly feel, and then we
let go of that feeling, too. We begin to know directly a sense of
profound peace. There is nothing more to know, but this blissful
peace that is energizing, empowering and liberating.
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Thus the Buddha Dhamma is well taught (svakkhata). It is up to us to
seek within ourselves that true peace and joy. (You might like to
read this from the start again so that you know what to do, if not
already.)

You have also reflected on the six qualities of the Buddha Dharma.

6.5 Something to Sit on

Many people still have an extreme view about meditation. Some
think it is magical; others think it is intellectual headwork. In fact,
there are more meditation “experts” today than ever before, but
they could hardly remain silent for a minute or sit still for a
moment.

It we accept the early Suttas as authentic teachings of the Buddha,
then we must say that meditation involves both body and mind.
And it is hard work, at least for the beginner. But | like to tell my
students to recall how a toddler leams to walk. It simply never gives
up. The toddler first tries to stand, it falls, it gets up again, falls, up
again, and so on until it can really walk

We were each that infant once. Now we can run if we want to. But
it is time to learn to sitin the deepest sense of the word. Thatis, to
sit in deep stillness, delving into the stillness and clarity of our
minds.

We lowe to listen to good and famous speakers talk about medita-
tion, butitis even better if we close our own eyes and see more of
ourselves. We have heard of the three monkeys: one closes its
eyes, the second its ears, and the third its mouth. Meditation how-
ever begins with the taming of the six monkeys: we see less, hear
less, smell less, taste less, and touch less.
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We temporarily shut down the five physical sense-doors so that we
can totally focus on the mind, the controller of the sense-doors. As
Lewis Lancaster, a professor of Buddhist studies, once said, “Since
pain originates from the senses, it is possible to control it through
mentaland physical methods.”

The body needs to be stilled first before we can still the mind. For
this reason, early Buddhism insists on personal moral virtue (the
five precepts), that is, our body and speech must be harmonious
first.

Most teachers would begin meditation instructions by showing
their students how to sit properly. My favourite imagery is that ofa
hen hatching her eggs. Imagine you are a hen sitting over some
eggs. FArst the hen shuffles herself about a bit until she finds just
the right posture. Then she sits totally still. After a while, she would
turn her eggs around, and then sitagain, and so on, for as long as
needed to hatch the eggs.

Once our body is still, we begin to deal with our thoughts. This is
mostly letting go of thinking about the past, or planning for the
future. At first, while meditating, we may recall some past events,
or plan what to do after the meditation. This is a mild form of
worrying: when we worry we are thinking of the past or the future.

This is called worry because there is nothing we can really do about
the past: it is gone; we can plan for the future, but it will take its
own course anyway. The pointis that while delving into the past or
the future, we are neglecting the present, which is the only reality
there is (for meditation purposes, anyway).

One of the best ways of keeping our minds in sync with the present
moment is to watch the breath. (The Buddha himself did this when
he was only seven; so, breath meditation is safe for children. He
used the same method to awaken to Buddhahood; so, itis the best
method we can use for spiritual liberation.)
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The idea is very simple: keep your attention gently but firmly
anchored to your breath. This is unlikely to happen at first. So
whenever the mind wanders off or some distraction @ thought, a
sound, a smell, or discomfort) intrudes, simply bring your attention
back to watching the breath. Remember the infant learning to
walk?

On the other hand, you might surprise yourself how easily you
settle into a beautiful inner stillness, especially when you are medi-
tating in a quiet and conducive place. (Oh yes, make sure you
switch off that hand-phone first, unless you are already an expert
meditator.) How long you sit does not matter, but make it a habit of
naturally going into watching and stilling your breath whenever you
can.

If you still find all this difficult, then it would be good to look for a
proper meditation teacher (one you feel happy meditating with).
And if you are progressing well, and wish to improve your
meditation, you should find a spiritual friend in a meditation
teacher so that you go even further.

Meditation is like leaming to play great music: you must master the
instrument (the mind), and a maestro can help you do this better.
But you must yourself practise. The most beautiful music comes
from the silence of our minds. Let us sit on it.

In a number of suttas, the Buddha reminds us:

“Whatever a teacher should do out of compassion

for the good of disciples,

for the sake of their welfare,

it has been done to you by me.
These are the foot of trees; these are empty houses.
Meditate! Be not heedless! Regret not later!
This is our instruction to you.”

(eg Kaya Sutta, $43.1/4:359)=SD 12.21
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6.6 Two Kinds of Pain

The Buddha’s teachings began in the depths of human mind. The
Buddha, in his quest to understand the nature and ending of
suffering, discovered that there are two kinds of pain: bodily pain
and mental pain.

Bodily pains arise due to the physical nature of the body. Just as the
body is impermanent, bodily pain, too, is impermanent. Mental
pain, on the other hand, is a projected pain. We magnified and
colour the dissatisfactions and unsatisfactoriness that we experien-
ce through our physical senses.

In other words, we do not only perceive (experience) through our
physical senses and feel pain and pleasure, but we also conceive
(give rise to) notions of pain and pleasure. In simple terms, the
Buddha discovered that he can simply leave bodily pains at the
body level, and not allowing them to reach his mind.

This vital wisdom is crystallized in his teaching to the infirm elder
Nakula pita, that he should constantly reflect thus:
“My body may be sick; let not my mind be sick” (5 22.1)°

This brief teaching was elaborated to Nakula,pita as the practice of
the four focusses of mindfulness. Here | shall restate them in simple
terms:

(1) The Recollection of the Body. Find time to simply be aware of
your body. Notice that there are salid earth-like parts of our body. It
mostly comprises of the water element. This body produces heat; it
is actually burning, on fire: in other words, decaying! Our body is
constantly moving in some way, tiny movements, great movements:
yet itis like a life-size balloon that is rising and falling with air. The

® Nakula, pita Sutta (S 22.1 = SD 5.4).
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more you learn to watch this air, this breath, the more peaceful it
becomes.

(2) The Recollection of Feeling. Our body is physical: it is resistant in
some ways. If we sit too long, we fill discomfort; so too if we stand
too long, or walk too long, or lie down too long. So we constantly
change our postures. We experience feelings, that is, pleasure, pain
and neutral feelings. We feel pleasure when we like something, but
when we hawe it too long, we become bored with it: pleasure
becomes pain. Or when we miss that pleasure, we feel pain. Hence
pleasure is the cause of pain. Neutral feeling is like what your body
is feeling as you read this (the body feels neither pleasure nor pain).
But this neutral feeling, too, is impermanent.

(3) The Recollection of Mind. As your mind becomes more calm and
clear, you begin to understand how words and thoughts, even good
ones, are really distracting. How beautifully peaceful it is when the
mind is totally free from words and thought, even for a moment.
The unawakened mind can never be totally empty; it is like a
monkey swinging from tree to tree, always looking for a branch to
cling to and mowe around. The best way to still our minds is to feel
the joy and peace as they arise in our mind, that is, to experience
them directly without any words or thought. This is easier done
thansaid!

(4) The Recollection of Dharmas. Silent mind, holy mind. As the
mind become more calm and clear, we begin to catch glimpses of
true reality. We begin to understand who or what we really are. We
begin to understand better how our mind is distracted, and how to
let go of distractions and defilements. And as we keep these four
spiritual exercises, we become better at it, working ourselves to
self-liberation.

Meantime, let us remind ourselves with these practices:
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Look less, see more.
Hear less, listen more.
Smell less, breathe more.
Eat less, taste more.
Touch less, feel more.
Think less, mind more.

6.7 To Live is to Feel

We tend to think too much. We think about religion, about work,
about money, about people, about sex. We think about ourself. We
think about others. Thinking invariably leads to ugly stress.

I say “invariably” because whatever we think about never turns out
to be really true. Of course, you might rebut, | remember | was right
that time about that thing about that person. Well, you were
“right,” because what you thought later fitted with what you had
thoughteadier. So you thought you were right.

We like to think we are right: My idea is right; my opinion is right;
my suggestion is the best;  am right; | am the best. The bottom line
is that thinking is often about “I, me or mine.”

For most people, there is always an “I” behind the thinking. The
Buddha teaches us to remowe the “I, me, mine” behind the thinking.
Try this:

Instead of thinking, “l am right,” say “Why is this idea so important
to me?” Instead of saying, “He hurt my feelings,” seek “What is this
really about?” Instead of claiming, “All this is mine,” ask “So what?
Really!”

What’s so bad about thinking? It involves words. Thinking is to put
what we see, hear, smell, taste, touch and feel into words.
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But words about seeing is not seeing.

We cannot summarize the sunset into words.

Words about music is not music.

Nor are thoughts about musc.

Words about a flower’s fragrance totally loses its fragrance.
Words about the taste of food never fills the belly.

Words about how we feel isnot really how we feel.

Words about how we think often hide the real thing.

Words escape the mouth but imprison the mind.

Theword isnot the thing.

Afirst rule of Buddhist meditation is to still the body and speech.
We are told by the meditation teacher to first sit comfortably still
and keep silent. A calm body and a closed mouth conduce to a still
mind. We have begun to meditate. Just, that is.

Even if we were to hold our body still in a temperature-regulated
aerated fibre-glass body-glove and to tape our mouths, we still
cannot reallysilence the mind.

Why is it so difficult to silence the mind? Well, this is what | have
been trying to write about all this while. We think too much!

But you are writing this! You rebut; these are words! You are right,
these are words, but they are words with feelings. They are not
perfect (no word is), | admit, but let us see them as a finger pointing
to the moon. You can really see this moon only ifyou truly feel.

To feel is to experience life directly.

What you see is what you get.
What you hear is what you get.
What you smell is what you get.
What you taste is what you get.
What you feel is what you get.
What you mind is what you get.
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To feel is to live the present moment of the visual forms, the
sounds, the smells, the tastes, the touches, the feelings and the
thoughts, and simply see them for what they are.

To feel is to love the present moment, to see the other person as he
or she is, to acceptit unconditionally, to take a situation for what it
really is. And not to paste the past onto it, nor shove it into the
future.

Livein the past, you are dead.
Dream into the future, you are not born.
Be present! You are gifted.

For all you really ever hawe is the present. Let go of the thoughts
(they are always about the past or the future). Feel the moment.
Know it for what it is... You will know what to do next.

6.8 Unchained Peace

There are moments in my life | do not feel like doing anything,
but just to be still,
not even writing something like this (but it comes).

You see someone
and feel how wonderful that person is,
going about his business.
May his pains and wishes not blur out the joy that is his life,
May he see the beauty ofinner peace.
This is how artists are born.

You hear someone
and feel how beautiful his sound or voice is.
Just to be able to hear clearly, how we take it for granted,
and to be able to make happysense
of whateversounds we hear.
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All sounds are impermanent yet beautiful.
This is how musicians are born.

You smell a sweet smell,

and feel like a fragrant flower bursting from the earth,
bringing together water, fire and wind,

making the world beautifuland healthy.

No need to think or talk, just flower.

This is how poetsare born.

You taste the first mouthful of plain rice or bread:
how sweet it tastes
before the other flavours crowd your tongue.
It’s like meeting someone you truly love for the first time.
This is how you fall in love.

You feel the touch of one you love.

You have no love till you give it away.

Every breath counts, so breathe with love
to yourself, others and all around,

just as the warm sun-light shines onall alike.
This is how we meditate.

Passing thoughts cross your mind.

Smile gratefully at your past: letit come, let it go;

They are like roots that give the tree

so that it flowers and fruits, and gives cool shade.

Let the future grow like a seed cast far from the tree’s shadows,
so thatit will grow into its own.

This is how you become truly happy.

You are just right how you are:

notice the joy as joy,

the painas pain, the desire as desire, the hate as hate,
the delusion as delusion, the fear as fear,

the emptiness as emptiness.
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They are lost wanderers:smile at them, let them move on.
Then you will know whence and how they came.

The past is gone, you will tire to digit up,

The future has not yet come, you will be restless to run after it:
Only the present is here, welcome it.

Live the moment, and you live well:

You are meant to be happy.

6.9 Lesson from a Flower

Look at the flower growing beautifully
butitis impermanent,and will soon wilt

to return to earth, water, fireand wind

that it has arisen from, like every thing else.

Aclever man comes along andsees the flower
and makesa replica of it in plastic.

It’s more lasting, more than a life-time, in fact,
so he has become the flowers creator.

But what is he looking for in sucha flower:
Beauty? Permanence? Control? Technology?
Perhaps all of these and more,

yet he’s done nothing but rearrange elements.

For the living flower and the plastic flower
are the same, both made of the elements,
they are earth, water, fire, wind, and space,
the flower and we rise from the same space

Like the flower, we too return to the elements:
we are both changing and impermanent.

The universe is in the flower,

And the flower in the universe.
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We are each of us that flower

whenwe look atit or seeitin the mind’s eye.
We are the flower when we hear the bees,
coming for pollen in the flower.

We are that flower when we smell it;

we are that flower when we taste the rain

we are that flower when the wind touches us,
and when the sun shines warmly on us.

The flower and us, we stand on common ground;
The earth’s compassionsmiles as the flower,
evenso our goodness beautifies this world,
filling it witha healing fragrance for all.

Sit with the flower the next time you meet her,

for, she has this eternal message for you,

that all things must move onin lifes journey;

for, this will give you true strength to move on, too.

7 SPIRITUAL HAPPINESS

7.1 Nothing is Worth Clinging To

Every week in response to my Dharma message, various individuals
would email me telling how happy or inspired they feel. A few see
deep connections between my message and their personal diffi-
culties. This reflection is in response to a common response.

Whatever that troubles us or makes us unhappy is mostly the result
both past karma and present conditions. Going deeper, we can say
that the pains we feel are not really caused by others, but arise
through our own ignorance, greed, or hate, or delusion.
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We are what we choose to remember. If we choose to remember
unhappy things, we will be unhappy, even destructive. If we choose
to remember happy things, we will be happy and creative.

Suppose, | have translated all these Suttas and written all these es-
says, and put them into CDs and online. Although Pali Suttas are not
copyrighted, the translations are, and suppose there are those who
use these translations, even putting their names to them, so that
they get the recognition or profit for it.

Should this stop me from working on the translation? We should
never allow negative people or those who take advantage of us to
control our moods and life,and do what we do best.

Suppose | am running a small Dharma centre, and some people
won't join us because itis a small and simple centre, does it mean |
have failed? The point is that those who do join us are really sincere
seekers because they do not come for the size, comfort or beauty of
buildings.

Or suppose | badly need financial support to do something | deeply
believe in, and those whom | have helped, or those who say they
would help, or those who can afford it, do not help. Should | be
disappointed? The truth is that they have other commitments or
that they have not really leamed to give. But, then look at those
who have been kind and generous to us. They are the ones we
should joyfully remember; they are the ones who will benefit from
our meditation.

Sometimes we lose something or someone we dearly love. If we
hold on to the idea of a “thing” or a “person,” then we will be
deeply hurt for a long time. We might even turn to religion for the
wrong reasons and see it in the wrong light. The point is that we
have mentally constructed what or whom we love or hate.
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When we lose someone that we deary love, it does not mean that
we have lost “someone” special, but that we have a great capacity
for love. If we do not stop loving, then we will find an even greater
love. Ifwe reflect on the good things in our lives, we will notice that
they are good because we have let go of a loss or pain, and so we
allow something better into your lives.

When something bad happens to us, and we let it go, something
very much better will replace it. My point is that what we learn of
ourselves, the good that we know, cannot be taken away. It will
enrich us ina very great way. With every failure, we are better and
wiser.

In the Pacala Sutta (A 7.58), the Buddha tells Moggallana, “Nothing
is worth clinging to”

If we understand nothing is worth clinging to, and move on with
happiness, whatever we do next will be even better. This gives us an
inner sense of satisfaction and happiness. And no one can take that
away.

We suffer pain when we depend on external things and others for
recognition and happiness. Meditation trains us to be happy within
without relying on others and external things. When we are truly
happy, we can give more and true happiness to others.

7.2 Questions That Answer

We are facing a global financial crisis. The experts with their theo-
ries are wrong after all. Often it takes longer to prove an expert
wrong; anaverage thinking person is likely to learn faster.

* See section 11 of Pacala Sutta (A7.58=SD 4.11).
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The grand economic theories are not always right. When they are
wrong, they can be seriously wrong, especially when they are based
on greed, which is the case in our global systems. Yet we can still
stay safe if we know how greed works andavoid it.

We will face a big financial crisis if you forget that money is only a
means to ends. Money is only useful mostly for what it buys: it is of
instrumental value.

Things like life and happiness are of intrinsic value. It is very difficult,
ifnotimpossible, to answer what is life really for, or what happiness
is for. They are good in themselves.

If we lose money, we can always work hard again to rebuild our
wealth. But to lose life or health, or true friends, or not knowing
how to be happy, means we do not really know how to live life fully.

Money is a good servant, but a bad master. During hard times, there
are more false gods, sick gurus and empty friends around. It is wise
to avoid them ifyou can’t awaken them.

Hard times such as the current global financial crisis are occasions
to find out some real truths about life. Here are a few questions
that reveal some vital facts oflife:

“Who are those who have not let me down in such moments?”
They are our true friends. “Who are those who have made life more
difficult for me in such times?” Either we do not understand them
better, or they do not really care for us.

“During such difficulties, have | leamed what my true priorities in
life are?’ Finding a new job is only a temporary priority. What are
our lifedong priorities?

“What am | often unhappy about? Why do | feel upset about these
things? What pattern (causes and effects) do | notice that lead to
my unhappiness here?’ If you think you know the answer, think
again.
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“What are the good things about myselfthat | notice when | lost my
job? Or, what positive things about myself do | notice when | losta
lot of money? Then ask why do | think that way?” When an answer
comes to mind, ask why to that answer, until you feel some sense of
peace.

Hard times mean that we need to plant new good karmic seeds
because we have fully enjoyed our old ones.

Hard times make us see life in true light: we now see better than we
used to. For, it is because of hard times that Buddhas arise in this
world.

Remember how the Buddha sat all alone under the Bodhi tree, even
after all the five monks have deserted him. In our more difficult mo-
ments and in our most crucial moments, we will need to help
ourselves, and we can!

And if you know that neither you nor anyone else can benefit from
such a situation, you should, ungrieving, bear it all: work on the
Buddha’ advice: “How now how shall | best apply my strength to
what’s at hand?’

7.3 New Year Priorities

Happy New Year!

The new year is only moments away. The three highest priorities in
my life right now are:

(1) My work which ismy true happiness.
(2) My family who sharein this happiness.
(3) Andyou who can also benefit from this happiness.

This is my “triple happiness.”
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Please spend some time in examining your priorities so that 2008
will be an even better year for you: examine the three highest
priotities in your life.

Please ask yourself: are these priorities means or are they end? For
example, money is an instrumental means but not very useful in
itself, happiness is intrinsically useful: it is good in itself)

Please join me in this reflection:

Ifwe do not let go of the past, we are already dead.

Ifwe do not let go of the future, we are not born yet.

If we do not let go of the present, we will never advance on the
path of liberation.

Thank you for sharing moments of your life with me.

May you always find much more goodness than what you wished or
prayed for.

7.4 Life’s Three Highest Priorities

On this last day of the year, | want to reflect on my life’s priorities.
Fortunately, there is aninstructive discourse, the Adhipateyya Sutta
(A3.40)°, that helps me put my life in proper perspective.

The Adhipateyya Sutta speaks of three things we should give the
highest priority to. These three are:

(1) Theself;
(2) Others (the world), and
(3) True happiness (the Dharma).

You might like to join me in this reflection.

> A3.40=SD27.3.
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The self-priority

When | have desire or lust, it is almost always for an object outside
of myself. What is it here that attracts me? Am | just attracted to a
certain part of this person or object? Will I really be happy if | were
to really get what | desire? Whatis it | really want in life?

When | am angry or hateful, what is it that | am really angry about?
Or, is it just an excuse to show ill will towards something that |
dislike in myself. How does my body feel when | am angry (raised
blood pressure, faster heart-rate, negative thoughts): all these are
not good for me. Anger is a harmful poison: let go of it, let go of it.

What is it that | fear? What am | confused about? Let me put it
down into clear words, and examine it closely. Why am | fearful?
What am | confused about? (Just ask, your mind will answer it.) Let
me think of something happy.

IfI value myself, let me be guided by the precepts:

(1) Letme respect life, avoid violence; let me show lovingkindness
to everyone around me.

(2) Let me not take what is not mine; let me be generous when-
everlcan.

() Let me respect those | like or love, and understand, even
forgive them.

(4) Letme speakthe truth thatis helpful and healing.

(5) Let me keep my mind free from any kind of addictive behav-
iour.

All this | do because | am the most important person to me. Because
| am the only person who can really change me for the better.

Other-priority

There are many people out there in the world. Many of them are
wiser than | am: they will know if | were to commit any evil. They
will censure andshun me. If not, the law will catch up with me.
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There are those | think who behave stupidly or rudely. They are not
doing those stupid or rude things just because of me. It is their
nature and the conditions they live in. But they too can change.

Just as | know that others are doing wrong things, so others too will

know if | am doing any evil. Let me not do anything that others will
censure me.

Dhama-priority

| like the Buddhist way of life. As such, | will put every effort to be
mindful in my dalily life.

There are so many great and wonderful teachings | have yet to
know. But | only need to know just a few useful teachings that will
guide me and show me true happiness.

Let me not ask what Buddhism can do for me. For, | am Buddhism,
inwhat | do, say and think. The Dhamma is what | am, what | can be:
awakened.

I will not live forever.
So let me live this life preciously.
Let me not ask for love,
but let me love so that | am loved.
Let me give and forgive
so that the hearts of othersare warmed.
Let me hold back harsh words; they hurt both ways.
Let me sincerely and timely praise others,
for itempowers both sides.

Whenever | meet someone, let me say in my mind, “May you be
well and happy!” He will see the radiance in my face.

Let me regulary set time aside for knowing the Dharma. It adds
great value to what | rightly am and what | rightly have. Let me
spend daily moments instillness. This is the way to true happiness.
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Avery Happy Double New Year!

The Ox reminds us that industry brings us success and happiness.

7.5 The Sunbird and Free Will

In early May 2009, an olive-backed sunbird (Singapore’s most
friendly bird) built a nest on a branch of a dried-up potted plant
rightin front of our house door. At first, the sunbird kept flying away
and returning, each time bringing a piece of dry plant fibre, moss,
spider’s web and even colourful shinystrings.

After about two weeks the nest looked like an upside down pear
with a long stalk, but soon looked straggly and messy on the out-
side, decorated with dead leaves, seed cases and strings. The lively
bird laid two greenish-blue eggs with dark brown spots and lines,
and sat incubating them, resting its tiny head on the small opening
halfway on the nest. Often enough, it would not fly away even when
we walked by within arm’s reach.

At first, | watched with admiration at the bird’s industry, bringing in
only a tiny piece of building material each time; how the nest slowly
took shape. And how brave, even audacious, it was, building its next
right before the door of our corner flat.

The more | looked, the more | saw that the bird had no choice but
to make its nest this time of the year (April-August). It had no choice
but to build that very same type of nest, and to lay two eggs, and to
hatch them. And the hatchling had no choice but to grow into
sunbirds,and to repeat the whole cycle all overagain.

Humans, too, are caught up in bird-like cycles. We had no choice but
to be born. As kids, we had no choice but to play kids games. Often
enough we go on playing these games all our lives, even as CEOs,
prime ministers, presidents, dictators.
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Greed, hate and delusion are the stuff of kids’ games. Our greed
limits our choices; our hate stunts our growth; our delusion makes
us what we are not.

We have no choice but to follow the religion we have chosen; to
follow the teacher we admire; to practise the teaching we practise;
tojoin the group that we like. We have no choice but to live the life
we have chosen.

We have become like rats in a maze: we just keep moving on and
turning around corners. We have no choice but to keep on moving
and tumingaround corners. Occasionally, we find a wheel, and we
think its fun running inside it. And then we are back in the maze,
running, turning corners.

Can we ever get out of such cycles? Not if we are living in our past,
ruled by our past. Even our future is shaped by our past. There is no
present for us. When we lose touch with the present, we are swept
away in the floods of the past and nose-dragged by the future.

The pastis dead, leave it buried. | forgive myself for all the things |
have done that | should not have done. | forgive myself for all the
things | have not done that | should have done. | accept myself just
as lam: | open the doors of my heart to me.

| forgive those who have caused me pain; for, the reality is that they
are in greater pain than I am. | forgive those who are hurting me
now; for, | have not yet seen my own happiness deep within myself.

I show all my lovingkindness to these pains. | accept them uncondi-
tionally. Having accepted them, | set them free; I let go of them all.
These pains | feel are not really mine; | do not own them; | do not
want them; | am letting them go.

For, theyare telling me | can bea much better, happier and free per-
son. Let me now happily live this moment.
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7.6 Suttas, Pali and Chanting

An important part of Buddhist training is remembering what we
have learned. Despite hearingsome practical teachings, we tend to
forget them in the busyness of our daily work and life. For this
reason, we often find repetitive passages and teachings in the
Suttas.

Another way to reinforce learning and gain wisdom is to chant them
as the ancient monks and nuns did, and many of them still do today.
Learning some Pali chants is both interesting and useful.

The sounds of Pali remind us of how the teachings sounded over
the last 2500 years. Such sounds are soothing and helps calm the
mind (especially before meditation). And when done with
lovingkindness, such chanting helps to reduce stress, too. Here, our
main purpose in chanting is to remember the teachings as we go
about our daily lives.

Every Sutta Study and meditation session, in a sense, is like an un-
opened present from the Buddha. Such presents can only be
opened in moments of inner silence and joy. Only then, we can see
what these wonderful gifts truly are.

When we are able to see these Dharmma blessings, we realize that
they actually have been there all the time lying dormant in our
hearts. We only need to wake them up, activate them.

Our compassion and wisdom are there lying dormantin our hearts.
When the conditions are right, they awake and move into action,
bringing true happiness into our lives and those we are linked with.
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7.7 The Clear Light of Dharma

We often mistake Buddha Dharma for culture, race, politics, or
even religion. The Dharma is a clear light that helps us see culture,
race, politics and religion better, butitis not what it shines on. The
lightis not what it reveals: it is the clear sight of wisdom.

The light of Dharma makes us see that they are all means to an end.
What s that end? True happiness.

If you place culture above Dharma, then you are a worldling. If you
place race above Dharma, then you a race-member or even a racist.
If you place politics above Dharma, then you are a politician. If you
place religion above Dharma, then you are a religion-follower.

These are parts of a bigger whole, thatis, our life: to mistake a part
for the whole is like getting upset over a word or sentence that
someone has said (whatever the speaker may have meant it),
without understanding the whole picture.

If we often tend to judge ourselves by asingle event of what we see
as “success” or “failure”, then we have failed to see the bigger
picture called life. It's like when night comes, we never think of a
new dawn only hours away. Why is this so painful and foolish:
because we have judged ourselves by our past. Since we have failed
in the past, we tend to live as if there is no present. Or worse, we
lose ourselves thinking abouta better tomorrow.

All we really have is the present.

The pointis that we should continue giving ourselves every chance:
we should be most generous to ourselves first, before we can really
give to others, giving our full heart of lovingkindness, that is.
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7.8 The True Relics: the Early Suttas

Not many people really listen to the Buddha today; maybe they do
not know where to find the Buddha. Some even think dry bones
andstones are Buddha relics,and that the Buddha is there.

But the true relics are the early suttas: they are all that we really
have of what physically remains of the Buddha Dhama. If the
Suttas are lost, it is a clear sign that the Dharma is disappearing.
(Besides living teachers, the Suttas preserve valuable instructions
on mindfulness leading to calm and insight.)

Some think the Buddha is found in a famous teacher? or ina large
temple, or in a successful monastic (“the monk who sold his
Ferrari?”), or in noisy rituals, or even in books! Some think a
monastic or teacher is right because he approves of their ideas and
actions. The error here is that we equate Dharma with wordly
success (which makes us materialists), or with skin colour (which
shows that we have an inferiority complex), or with past karma
(which would make us fatalists.)

In fact, we can be very emotionally dependent on the approval of
others. We feel delighted when people praise us, but dejected
when they criticize us. In that case, our emotions are controlled by
others!

In the Satipatthana Sutta (D 22, M 10)’, we are reminded that an
important benefit of meditation is emotional independence: we
are happy not because of anyone or anything, but we are simply
happy deep inside. This is unconditional joy.

® The Chinese rendition of “lama” as “Living Buddha” should never be
used as it is a false view that encourages misunderstanding and exploita-
tion.

" See SD 13.2 & SD 13.3.
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We do not do Buddhist work to seek approval from others, but sim-
ply because there is a profound joy inside us that we wish to share
with others. We are like travellers on a lonely new planet. Once we
discover a richsource of food, we alert and invite others to it, or we
see a beautiful scenery or double rainbow or clear moonless starry
night, we point it out to others, and we mutually rejoice. A great
meditation is to recall how we, as happy children, would enjoy
sharing our toys with others, and laugh together. Isn’t it wonderful
when people are joyful together? This is metta (lovingkindness) and
mudita (altruistic joy).

In fact, this is what always happens in the Minding Centre (TMC)
during our Sutta Study (indeed, | must say at any Dharma-spirited
Sutta Study).

The monk Punna,? after his spiritual training, feels ready to go back
to his home country and teach the Dharma. The Buddha questions
him to see ifhe is really ready

As we study the Suttas, we are constantly being asked, like the
Buddha asking Punna, when we are ready to teach the Dharma. We
are ready when we realize that there is really nothing to lose when
we do so.

8 SELF- AWAKENING IN THIS LIFE

8.1 Be a Dharma Heirl!

The secret to awakening in the Buddha Dharma is through right lis-
tening. The word for a true disciple is savaka which means
“listener”

8 Punn’ovada Sutta (M 145 = SD 20.15).
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When we first listen to the voice of the Dharma echoed by so many
teachers, we seem to hear a different thing from each speaker:
every teacher his teaching. The confusion is not in the teacher but
in our shopping for teachers. Instead, we should listen for the

healing patterns in the music of the Dharma. Listen to the Dharma,
not the teacher.

When a famous foreign monastic or speaker comes to town, our
ancient good karma draws us to listen to them. How many such
speakers we have listened to, but are we any nearer to awakening?
Many listen but do not hear.

The ancient monks have a way of listening to the Dharma: they do
not merely look up in admiration at the Buddha’s status and
achievements, but with downcast eyes, they listen to his message
with full mental focus. They listen and they hear.

The wisest saints of the Buddha’s time, like Sariputta and Citta the
householder, declare that it is “not through faith” that they are
awakened by the Buddha, but by their own wisdom in the Dharma,
listening to the Buddha. With wise listening comes wise faith and
wise seeing.

We spend hours reading Dharma books and looking at the Internet,
and yet we are not fully awakened. We stop too long when we
count the mile-stones of our journey, and worry about missing mile-
stones and signposts. We should simply move on and not worry
about what are missingin our lives.

This journey begins with closing our eyes and looking into the inner
space of true awakening. And when we open our eyes again, we
begin to see the treasures in our lives, they have been there all the
time. Now we have the eyes to really see and enjoy them.

The maps for our journey are the ancient Suttas. Those who read
the Suttas like newspapers and then cast them away like old news
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will never find their way in life. Every Sutta has a line, or paragraph,
or passage, that stands out above the rest, reaching deep into our
hearts, turning it around in the right direction towards the city of
nirvana.

The greater our defilements, the more boring we find the Suttas.
These are those who are likely to write their own “suttas,” calling it
the Buddha’s teaching. This is like a hasty traveller who looks at the
forest and misses the path for the trees.

Such repetitive Sutta passages tire the eyes because the words
often look the same. Only in carefully listening to them that our
hearts brighten and light the path before us. As we advance on the
Dharma path, the beautiful silence becomes ever clearer, and we
are moresure of the way.

We still have the Sutta maps with us, giving clear instructions and
inspiring stories on how to prepare for the joumey, which direction
to take, what to do when in difficulty, how to travel safely, and so
on. Of course, if we have a guide, all these are expedited. The
journey is surer, and we will be able to reach our destination more
safelyand quickly.

All we need to do is carefully listen to the guide as he explains the
map, and to journey together. It is all right to be slow on this
journey, so long as we do not stop too long.

Having gone slightly ahead of others, we can see behind us some of
those who are uncertain of directions, or have lost their way. Out of
compassion, we should show them the Sutta maps again and again,
so that they are back on track It is fun when we joyfully and safely
travel together in the right direction.

Won't you join me to listen to the Buddhas voice in the Suttas, and
show his Sutta maps to other travellers? Do not look at your lacks,
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then you will fail even before starting. We look for love and things in
the world, but the true treasure lies within us, in the Dharma.

Listen to your inner goodness and the blessings that you have which
many others do not. There are so many others who are suffering
more than ourselves. Seeing the pains of others, we realize ours are
much less, and lessening. We only need to stretch a joyful guiding
hand.

Joinme in this journey and learn to read the maps rightly. Let us be
guides unto others; help me teach others to read the Sutta maps so
that they, too, can make their own journey. Join me in this wonder-
ful inward journey.

Let us together be Dharma heirs.

8.2 Getting the Best from Your Mind

The only source for our true happiness is our calmand clear mind. It
is also the best source of creative ideas and guidance in life.

Some of my best inspirations very often come to me as soon as |
wake up in thestillness of dawn. As my mind awakens while the rest
of my body is still not fully operative, some wonderful ideas fill my
mind. | will often record them in the Sutta translation notes or use
them for my weekly inspirational Dharma messages.

Reflecting on such beautiful thoughts energizes my mind, and at
once Iwant to get up, and note down my ideas. It is vital that such
wonderful ideas be recorded at once.

| notice that if | do not note down such subtle ideas immediately,
they would usually be lost in no time, as soon as the days routine
and business build up. The negative attitudes of others, too, can
hide these wonderful moments so that we forget them.
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| am also inspired with wonderful ideas when | listen to people,
especially when they speak wisely and compassionately on the
Dharma. The more the speaker is inspired by the Dharma, the more
they have tasted the Dharma, the more | am moved to work harder
at the Sutta translation. Such wonderful happiness also enriches my
studiesand talks inspiring the audience.

Very often, the ideas that arise are totally new. One of the happiest
moments in my Dharma life is when various strands of the Dharma
begin to fit together and form a beautiful whole picture, making me
better understand some difficult orsubtle point of the Dharma.

This is how | discovered the Buddha’s guarantee that proper reflect-
ion on impermanence will bring us streamwinning in this life itself
(Sarmyutta ch 25). Later, | discovered that a few other practising
monks have also been emphasizng the same idea, which gives me
greater confidence to promote this wonderful good news.

The idea is to spend some quiet time with yourself, especially if your
work or daily life involves meeting a lot of people, which means you
may encounter a lot of negative ideas, many of which will
unconsciouslyaffect or influence your life.

Some would suggest that we read the lives of successful people.
Somehow | cannot help feeling if we do that we cannot really be
happier than their authors, no matter how many of them we read.
My vision is simple: ifyou are an artist or musician, would you leam
more from watching living artists and musicians, or from a living
master himself? | leave the answer to you.

For me, that living master is the Buddha. The Buddha still lives as
the Dharma. Each time | read a passage from the Suttas or hear the
Dhamma, it helps me know myself better, it motivates me to

® For details, see S 25.1=SD 16.7; S 25.5 see SD 17.3 (4.5.1); S 25.6 see
SD 17.4 (10).
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investigate my mind further, and it inspires me to communicate
someone like you with this good news.

Often I feel like a child who likes to share, even gives away, his toys,
especially as | get better ones. See how a happy child forgives and
forgets things: he just moves on, always looking forward to a new
day.

When we understand the child in us, we become better adults. For-
giving others, letting go of a painful past, and looking forward each
day anew. This is how practising monks and nuns live: that is why
they are happy.

We can be happy just like them, often even more so. As the Buddha
says in Dhammapada 142, even if a person is well dressed (in
layman clothing) but his mind isat peace, he is truly a monk.

8.3 Bus-ride to Nirvana

My emergency counselling session was just over at the TMC near
midnight,and | just managed to catch the last bus no 187 home. It is
not crowded and comfortably peopled. There is a certain calm air
pervading the bus, and people speak in soft tones. Afew are resting
with eyes closed, others are sitting quietly relaxed as the bus
smoothly sail through the almost deserted well-lit streets of Jurong
East.

Itis a good feeling, knowing I’'m going home, confident that the bus
will reach my destination. It’s like practising the Buddha Word and
feeling inner stillness as | move through life. I know this stillness will
always be with me and guide me rightly.

Imagine how lonely and lost some people would feel when they
miss the last bus. They might even feel a sense of unease or fear all
alone in the blanket of surrounding darkness and strangers. Their
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first thought surely is how to get home, have a wash and a good
rest.

It’s good just to be home and be yourself.

It's sad that some people do not know which bus to take, or worse,
how to get to their destination, that is, if they have one.

| read somewhere that there are those who enjoy taking pictures of
buses and talking mostly about buses. | suppose we could make
some friends that way. But | still prefer riding buses when | need to,
rather than photoing them or collecting their number plates, and
telling my friends how many buses I've seen. Knowledge collects;
wisdom lets go.

Buddhism is like a network of buses that takes us home. But we
must go to the right bus-stop and stop the right bus, board it, pay
the fare, and then simply sit back and enjoy the journey. We never
quarrel with the driver, nor chat too much with him. We can enjoy
the joumney, or maybe read a good book, or just lie back at peace
with ourselves.

When we open our eyes, we are already home. My purpose oflife is
to go home; its always fun to go home after giving an enjoyable
Sutta class, or after a meditation course, or a counselling session, or
a trip to the Botanic Gardens or Labrador Park or Butik Batok Nature
Reserve.

The purpose of Buddhism is to bring us home, where we really
belong. Our true home is our inner joyful stillness. As our heart
becomes more still, we begin to feel more confident that we are
approaching this most beautiful city in the cosmos: nirvana.
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8.4 Making Sense of Things

What is experience? Let us examine this in a practical way. First of
all, we can only experience things by way of our six senses: the eye,
ear, nose, tongue, body, and mind. What we can experience are
only their respective sense-objects: forms, sounds, smells, tastes,
touches, and thoughts.

According to Buddhist psychology, there are various stages in our
experience: we sense, perceive, conceive things, and then
deliberate on them, more or less in that sequence. “Sense” here
refers to an external object that stimulates a sense. When this
happens, we at once try to make sense of it. We give it meaning, by
naming it: green, or music, or fragrant smell, or warm touch, or an
idea.

Most of us have no control over how we experience things: they are
reflex actions. Once we give meaning to our experience, we react to
them. Aslimy green toad: | don’t like toads. Ah, that music brings
back a sweet memory ofan enchanted evening. Oh, that fragrance,
it makes me sad, as it reminds me of someone | lost. How warm the
cat’s fur feels. Hmm, I’'m jealous, how | hate this idea. And so on.

How we present ourselves publicly is another matter. We rarely act
as we “feel.” We wear mask for the occasion. For most, life is a stage
of masked performances.

How we feel is how we like, dislike, or don’t care about an experi-
ence. As mentioned, for most people, this is a reflex action. We
tend to act, or rather react, autopilotted by our past experiences.

The meanings we attribute to things are almost always based on
past experiences and memories. We almost never look at a thing as
itis in the present moment. When we like something, it proliferates
itself into desire or lust (we want more of it). When we dislike
something, it proliferates itself into hate (we push it away). When
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we ignore something, it proliferates itself as ignorance and fear.
Hence, our biases of greed, hate, delusionand fear.

So, we first perceive a form or shape, and we name it—blue, green,
dog, man, and so on. Then we immediately refer it to the mind
which adds its own meanings. So there is a further complication
(papafica). The mind, too, is a sense-organ and generates similar
meanings, and these are called concepts, such as I, you, mine,
beautiful, ugly, happy and so on. All such truths are of course
relative.

In fact, all truths are relative.

There is the truth that is suffering,
countering the truth of non-suffering.

There is the truth that is the arising of suffering,
countering the truth of letting go.

There is the truth that is ending of suffering,
countering the truth of samsara;and

There is the truth that is the way,
countering what leads us back intosuffering.

Discovering the “truth” or the “ultimate truth” is only the beginning
of our spiritual liberation. The final goal of liberation is when we are
trulyat peace, beyond conceptions of truth and untruth.

This freedom from suffering arises when we begin to see directly
into the true nature of impermanence. This understanding slows
down, even stops, our reflex feelings, our autopilot mind. We see
things in a broader perspective. We begin to truly see the “I” for
what it really is—I am not the only one suffering; others are
suffering, too. This terrible thought that has arisen, | do not have to
ownit: I canletit go.

The “I” widens into “we,” embracing more situations and beings un-
conditionally. The true practising monastics, for example, no more
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restrict themselves to their biological family, but embrace all beings
as their universal family. All beings are one family.

This is the beginning of ethics, of moral virtue. It is the beginning of
compassion, that is, kindness to others even when they do not
deserve it. This is spiritual liberation.

For a similar but more detailed reflection, see Ajahn Sucitto’s article on
“Working on Perception”: http://dharma.org/bcbs/Pages/documents/-
WorkingwithPerceptionbyAjahnSucitto. pdf

8.5 We Can Still Meet the Buddha

The Suttas often tell us how a person meets the Buddha and his
whole life is changed. A serial killer (Angulimala) becomes a monk
and arhat. A high-class prostitute (Ambapall) gives up her lucrative
life and becomes a nun and an arhat. Countless people just like you
and | meet the Buddha and join the stream to nirvana.

Ever since then, countless millions of lives continue to be changed
into great happiness. You don't read about such people in the news-
papers or glossy magaznes, but they are more real and happier. If
you chance to get lost in the villages of rural Thailand, Myanmar, or
Yunnan, or Sri Lanka, or Tibet, Zanskar, or Bhutan, you might meet
these happy, friendly and generous people.

In fact, we need not go very far to meet simple happy Buddhists. |
once meta young man on busy Orchard Road in Singapore. He had
drawn a large circle around himselfand sat meditating inside it, and
on the pavement he had written a short message inviting you to join
him. It'sa great way to advertise the Buddha’s Teaching!
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| started off by saying how meeting the Buddha can change your
life. If we cannot meet the Buddha, you could meet one of his
disciples, that is, a very peaceful monk or nun with his almsbowl
without a dollar or cent to his/her name, but is a radiant and wise
person, whose sight or very tone of voice is enough to bring you
peaceful joy.

When | was a young monk in Wat Sraket, Bangkok, some quarter-
century back, | once sat sidewise Thai-style all alone blissfully
listening to Ajahn Sumedho in Section 5 (the abbot's quarters) as he
spoke to me for a straight 2 hours just on the Vinaya. | do not
remember the words but all that time spent with him | don't
remember moving a muscle either. Itis as if he knew | was going to
do Buddhist work for a long time to come.

So if we cannot meet the Buddha, meet one of his true disciples.
Even if that is difficult, says the Phagguna Sutta (A 3.56), we can
meet the Buddha by listening to the Buddha's Teaching.

Or, by investigating the Dharma. This simply means constantly re-
flecting how impermanent everythingis inside us and all around us.
(I had this terribly painful lumbar sprain last week (again!), but it is
now gone. Ratna fell running after a bus the following week, and
she sat on the pavement until | arrived to help her up! She too is
healing fast. Two aging folks working together, | thought, and smile
atus.)

Pain arises when you grasp at things and fail to accept change. In
other words, suffering is optional.

Notice how the boring things tend to repeat themselves. Notice
how the good and happy things pass away quickly. Notice how
quickly our mind changes.

When we accept change, we are at peace with pain. Suffering is
optional.
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8.6 Not by Works Alone

After years of living in Singapore, leading a semi-reclusive life of
translating and teaching the early Buddhist suttas, and supporting
my family as a lay Dharma teacher and meditation therapist, we (my
wife, two young sons and myself) joined a full day trip to Johor (the
Malaysian state just north of Singapore).

This trip was a very successful one because everything turned out
just right. It was a week-end, and | had no teaching, counseling,
family or urgent task But the main reason | accepted the invitation
was that it was from a remarkable Dharmma-inspired practising
Buddhist.

| will call him Sudhana for reasons you will discover if you read
between the lines of this reflection. He is one of the mature adults
who have been attending my Dharma courses and Sutta classes, and
truly benefitted from them. Let me say that his whole life is changed
by the Dharma he tasted.

He is a better husband, a better father, a better family man, a better
worker, a better friend, and of course a better person. Yes, the
thought of becoming a monk does arise in Sudhana’s mind, but he
well knows that walking the humble path of streamwinning puts
him well ahead of the many yellow-necks'® who haunt us today.

How do you know the Dharma has changed a persons life? He will
consistently tell you he is happy. He lost a bundle in the recent
global financial collapse. But unlike others who put $100 into the
donation box to con “the Buddha” into giving him a million in
return, Sudhana says that his loss is his dana (gift) to the economy!

1% see Dakkhina Vibhanga Sutta (M 142.8/3:256 = SD 1.9); Jivika Sutta (It
3.5.2/89 f) =SD 28.9h.
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How do you know the Dharma has changed a persons life? You are
happy when you meet him, or even think of him. No, | am not
talking about how we feel towards a famous religious master, or our
favourite pop star, or a VIP politician who just shook our hand. That
isadmiration and self-satisfaction.

Of course, theres nothing wrong with just that. But I'm talking
about a sense of deep happiness that makes us so fulfilled with a
calm joy that we feel do not need anything else in the world.

We often enjoy being before a crowd, being the centre of attention;
we enjoying being a noble tasking at trying change people’s lives;
we enjoy the power of teachings we do not understand; we are
thrilled at the presence of those we canonize as arhats and living
masters. The point is we should see a Dharma-moved change in our
lives. Ifwe lack emotional independence, we will always be depend-
ent on an external power figure.

Let me come back to Sudhana. He is an assertively compassionate
person who would gently and patiently talk Dharma to his work
colleagues and to anyone who cares to ask, and yet does not
dominate any conversation.

Oh, yes he is a consistent meditator, that is, he sits in mindfulness
whenever there is an opportunity. This is the real source of his
miraculous change and spiritual strength. Although he is not as
intellectually prone as | am to be, our mutual Dharma interest
melds our minds together in a Sutta study. His attention span is
remarkable, which is helped by the fact that he always ensures his
handphone is switched off for better reception of the Dharma,

Sudhana is not a social worker or a fund-attracting CEO, who would
break any precept to help others. On the contrary, he is an amazng
simple, calm yet firm person who is inspired not to break any of the
precepts, even when helping others, and who uses the eight
precepts to lost weight, bodily and mentally.
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Sudhana may not remember the exact title or reference of the
(Saddha) Janussoni Sutta (A 10.177),** but he certainly knows that if
we do only good works, no matter how good, but do not keep to
the precepts, we will be reborn with just rewards: we will be well
loved, well cared for, well provided for—as a loving pet (an ele-
phant, horse, cow, dog, cat etc)!

Which reminds me: please treat your pet well, because it is likely to
have been such a person in its past life. Elsewhere | have written
about how our pets can go to heaven.*?

So what is the vital difference between good works and moral
virtue? Good works is mainly our benefitting from the misfortune
and badness of others, while our moral virtue is self-respect and
other-respect that bring us untold spiritual happiness. No matter
how “good”’ a worker we may be, without moral virtue, we but look
good in the bad of others. We are “good” because of the bad of
others! We have nothing to give really. People may think we are
“good,” but even we do not even know who we really are.

Maybe that is why we do good works famously. But when we are
morally virtuous, our actions are more easily guided by the clear
calm of the Dharma: it gives meaningand truth to good works. For,
we are showing others their own goodness. We are like two clear
mirrors facing each other.

By the way, you may try, out of evolutionary curiosity or lack of free
will, to find out who Sudhana really is. This does not matter; any-
way; for, my point is that Sudhana is a true seeker, which you
yourselfare, or can be. I'm not talking about a person, but a type of
individual.

15p 2.6a.
12 «pnimals go to heaven,” see 16.1 (page 178).
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8.7 Belief and Knowledge in Religion

Almost all religions today are based on belief, that is personal or of-
ficial opinions, nothing based on personal experience: for example,
no one has really met God, so naturally a lot of faith is needed. This
problem is an ancient one, but apparently the Buddha is one ofthe
first to solve this tricky problem by clearly differentiating between
“belief” and “knowledge”

In short, we can say that we do not really have knowledge of true
reality until we are awakened (like the Buddha). So even we as
Buddhists now, all we have at the moment is mostly “belief” But
how isa Buddhist belief different from, say, God-centred belief?

Indeed thinking scientists know that “both religion and science are
founded on faith,” for example, the existence of something beyond
our universe (like parallel universes)'®.

“For that reason, both monotheistic religion and orthodox science
fail to provide a complete account of physical existence.”* Long
before modern science, modern philosophy, modern evangelism
and modern self-centredness, the Buddha has given a clear explana-
tion between beliefand knowledge, and how this under-standing is
vital in ourefforts towards awakening.

The evangelists are trying to destroy Buddhism from outside. The
“modern” monks are destroying Buddhism from within. The best
defence we hawe is keep the Dharma within ourselves where no one
can touch it, but we can joyfully touch others lives.

13 See Paul Davies, “taking science on faith,” Straits Times, 27 Nov 2007,
forthose who takes ST as more authoritative than the Tipitaka.

14 paul Davies, author of “Cosmic Jackpot: Why our universe is just right
forlife.” 2007.
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By the way: you can awaken to the path to Nirvana in this life itself;
the main hindrance to awakening is the decision not to! (I'm not
talking about any ceremony, vow or religion, but something the
Buddha himself has guaranteed: see Samyutta ch 25.)"°

9 LEARNING FROM THE SUTTAS

9.1 Effective Listening

One of my most rewarding feelings is to see the peaceful joy on the
faces of my audience when we study the Suttas. It is unmistakable
in many of them: it reflects a deeper peace within, and often they
would share this with others. Many lives are changed for the better
by hearing the Dharma. And the crowd is growing, too.

But we must not forget those who still say things like “The Suttas
are cheem (local Fujianese, “very deep”),” or “The Suttas are very
serious,”and so on. This is often said after only onesitting. This may
well be true because, perhaps because of the person’s past karma,
or the day’s Sutta is a difficult one, or it happens that the person
finds it difficult since it is his first time.

Perhaps, he has a short attention span, or cannot relate to any talk
that has no joke, that is, without comic relief; or they have their
handphones are more important than the Dharma. Often the
regulars at our Sutta classes enthusiastically encourage such new-
comers by telling that not to give upat the first blush.

But why is it that some people enjoy Sutta classes, and some do not
seem to. One good reason is that they are not aware of the steps of

15 For details, see $25.1=SD 16.7; S 25.5see SD 17.3 (4.5.1); S 25.6 see
SD 17.4 (10).
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learning that underlie Buddhist training. So it is good to know some-
thing about this.

The three levels of Buddhist learning are: the word lewel, the
thought level, and the feeling level.

The word level is simply that of listening to the Sutta study, allowing
as many words to sink in as possible. Study notes are always provid-
ed, so we can make notes or read the texts again in our free time.
Don’t worry about what you do not understand. The little pieces
that you understand will somehow piece together in time, and form
clearer and connected pictures.

The thought level is when you reflect on what you have heard or
learned, relating it to your personal experiences and to what you
already know. When you look into the mirror of the Suttas you see
yourself.

Just let what you have learned float around your mind, and some-
how they will connect like stellar particles to form bright nebulas,
and you begin to see other aspects of the teachings, and begin to
understand yourself better. Anew world opens to you.

The feeling level is the most important level: it is listening without
words. Examine what you have learned in the stillness of your mind.
What is the teaching pointing to? What are the Suttas trying to say
about you? Sometimes we only listen to the words, without hearing
the silence behind them. Remember when you feel happy: there are
no words for it.

Dharma is like listening to beautiful music. You cannot enjoy it if you
keep talking at it, or comparing this teacher’s sounds with that
teacher’s sounds. You may like a teacher because you think that he
thinks like you. Don't just listen to the teacher, hear the Dharma;
then all teachers would sound like virtuosi playing the same beauti-
ful music in different ways.
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To benefit most from Sutta study, you are advised to:

(1) Calm the body: dress simple and comfortably, sit still, relax.
Turn off the phones.

(2) Calm your speech: in the Dharma hall, speak happily or remain
quietin a friendly way.

(3) Calm your mind: let go of the past, let go of the future; be pre-
sent in the Sutta study.

Ifyou are silent enough, you will hear the Dharma.

9.2 Opening Our Eyes to the Dharma

There are many well-organized Buddhism classes (English and
Chinese)we can join today in Singapore. The common feedback | re-
ceive however is that the drop-out rate is very high. The class may
start with a hundred, and then drop to 10, within a few weeks.
Sometimes only one student loyally remains and completes the
course.

Here are some ofthe feedbacks | get from various students:

(1) Students find the lessons boring after a few lessons.

(2) Other commitments prevent them from completing the course.

(3) Teachers know a lot but do not seem to be Dharma-inspired.

(4) Teachers are not able to answer certain troubling questions or
just palm them off.

(5) Students have difficulty with Pali language.

(6) Students say they are learning nothing (irrelevance), so they
give up.

And so on.

The good thingis that so far no students have asked for any refund,
even when some of these courses may cost hundreds of dollars.
Apparently, the organizers generally are not totally disappointed
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since the money goes to paying the teachers and benefits the tem-
ple or centre.

Another point | would like to add is that we are not sure what
happens to those who do graduate. Do they continue to teachand
to do so effectively? Have their lives changed spiritually, oris it just
another academic qualification? Is there any fellowship amongst
these graduates, or are they generally aloof?

Buddhist education in Singapore currently appears to be very priv-
ate enterprises by isolated groups. There is no concerted effort, not
to say any common syllabus, nor any follow-up plans. Although
some centres raise substantial funds and useful new members this
way, others have to pay expensive licence fees for their accredita-
tion (say from a Sri Lanka university). In other words, a lot remains
to be desired in Buddhist education here.

Somehow | have a gut feeling that many, if not most, people who
sign up for such courses, are not interested in a certificate, diploma
or even degree. They want a systematic and effective study of the
Suttas, teachings, meditation, that is, some aspects of Buddhism
that would spiritually enrich their lives in a significant way.

Maybe it is for this reason that | often have a full week of Sutta and
meditation classes. This is especially inspiring because | have tried
my best to present the Suttas as they are, without making any
special effort to “entertain” the class. It is encouraging to know that
there are many who have a great desire for the Buddha Dharma
through the primary materials, the Suttas.

My pointis we should not be discouraged when we find little or no
worldly funin a class. We joina Buddhist class not to be entertained
but to be enlightened. As our wisdom grows, we will discover a
growing bliss in our own inner clarity.
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| like to imagine when teaching the Suttas, | am in the living
presence of the Buddha himself. No, | do not see him as an eternal
figure, but | take it as a Buddha-recollection that we are very fortun-
ate to have ancient teachings that are very close to what he has
himself taught.

What ifthe class is boring because it is not Dharma-spirited. Then it
is time to move on. The longer we are stuck in such an unhappy
situation, the more we will blame Buddhism, instead of looking
deeper into our minds. The point is that Buddhism is how we live,
speak and think.

We should also be wary of teachers who are false (ignorant or
lacking mindfulness), or weak (not keeping to the precepts), or
uninspired (takes the Dharma merely as a classroom subject). Those
who blindly follow others, no matter what their religion, are only
preparing themselves for impending failure, sadness and suffering.
Please reflect on this humorous story circulating the Internet, which
| find (wittingly or unwittingly) point to some deep eye-opening
wisdom.

Two blind pilots wearing dark glasses enter the plane, one with a
guide-dog and another with a cane. Nervous laughter spreads
through the cabin. The men enter the cockpit, the door closes and
the engines start up. The passengers begin glancing nervously
around, searching for some sign that this is just a little practical
joke. None is forthcoming.

The plane gathers speed down the runway and those at the window
seats realize they're headed straight for the waters edge. As it
begins to look as though the plane will plough into the water,
panicked screams fill the cabin. Then, the plane lifts smoothly into
the air.

The passengers relax and laugh sheepishly and soon all retreat into
their magazines and small chat, secure in the understanding that
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the plane is in good hands. In the cockpit, one of the blind pilots
then says to the other, “You know, Bob, one of these days, they’re
gonna scream too late and we’re all gonna die.”

There are many Buddhisms today: what we need is the Dharma that
opens our eyes and liberates us from ignorance and suffering.

9.3 Self-discovery through Sutta Study

Sutta study, especially Dharma-inspired sutta study, is about self-
discovery. Many of us are attracted to the physical aspects of Bud-
dhism:

the large impressive temples: the people there must have very good
karma; Buddha relics and holy images: they must have great power;
anyone in their monastic robes: they must be holy.

So we try to connect to them, attracted to them, consciously or

unconsciously, hoping that we too would have a share of such
“blessings.”

Let us reflect on the words of the arhat, Lakuntaka Bhaddiya, a
dwarfwith a golden voice:

Those people who have judged [measured] me by appearance
and who follow me by voice,
Overcome by desire and passion, they know me not.
The foolish one, surrounded by mental hindrances,
neither knows the inside
Nor sees the outside—he is indeed misled by voice.
Who knows not the inside, but sees the outside:
Seeing only external fruits, he, too, is misled by voice.
Who knows the inside, and sees the outside:
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Seeing without obstructions, he is not misled by voice.
(Tha 469-472 = A2:71)"

But we are only looking at extemal features, at the wrappings, with-
out examining what is inside. “Inside” here meaning inside our-
selves: why are we attracted to these external features? Asking such
questions again and again, you will be surprised what you discover
about yourselfthere.

In Dharma-guided Sutta Study, you are constantly challenged to ask
yourself “why” you like or dislike something, what things happen.
You are challenged to see causes and effects in your life, the rise
and fall of events, ofimpermanence everywhere in your life.

Sutta study, especially Dharma-inspired sutta study, is about self-
discovery: itis the discovery that there is no self, that suffering, its
arising, its ending, and its path are all within ourselves.

The Minding Centre is about self-discovery through Suttas and
mindfulness practice. The minding centre is everywhere, but if we
gather together more often and more regularly in the right spirit,
the still centre becomes stronger and clearer wherever you are. It
promises liberation (stream-winning) here and now.

If you examine why you are thinking what you are thinking right
now, it is the beginning of self-discovery: you are minding your
centre.

18 See SD 3.14(6).
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10 BUDDHISM AND RELIGION

10.1 Is Buddhism a Religion, a Philosophy, or What?

There was a time overa generation ago when scholars generally
defined “religion” as some kind of system or teaching that “believes
in God or godliness.” But Buddhism does not emphasize this aspect
even though Buddhism, like Brahmanismand Hinduism, does have
stories about Brahma (God) and the gods.

Buddhism teaches that we can and must make our own effort in
spiritual liberation. Indeed, who else can help us if we do not help
ourselves?

So is Buddhism a relidion? If we define religion as dependence on
some external source of liberation, Buddhism is a religion for those
who have faith that the Buddha can liberate them by, say, being re-
bornin Pure Land.

But those who follow the eary teachings of Buddhism generally
regard mind-training, especially through meditation, as the “direct
way” to personal liberation. We could say that they regard Buddh-

ismasa “spiritual system.”

Some such people who are very committed to Buddhist practice, for
example, they meditate everyday, keep to a diet that does not harm
living beings, support themselves with right livelihood, and take
pains to keep to the five precepts, Buddhism is definitely a “way of
life”

Then there are scholars who mostly study Buddhism according to
their special field of expertise. Itis a bit more complicated here. The
anthropologists, for example, might regard Buddhism as some kind
of “beliefsystem.” The sociologists are more interested in Buddhism
as a “social system,” how it functions in society, more than anything
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else. Then there are the Buddhologists, who mostly examine the
Buddhist texts, and try to reconstruct some sort of “historical Bud-
dhism,” or at least,a “textual Buddhism

There are again specialists and enthusiasts who are interested main-
ly in Buddhist architecture, Buddhist music, Buddhist magic, Bud-
dhist literature, Buddhist economics, Buddhist politics, or Buddhist
psychology. As such, Buddhism can beall things to all men.

For the growing number of non-Buddhists who meditate or are
attracted to Buddhist teachings, they know it as inner stillness.

The most convenient way of looking at Buddhism, as in the case of
other world religions, with so many facets, perspectives and reali-
ties, is to take it as a “civilization,” or even more broadly, a “system”

On a practical level, Buddhism is about being truly happy, that is,
keeping our bodies healthy and useful by way of the five precepts,
and to be truly mentally happy through a calm, clear and ready
mind, and to really enjoy the company of others, getting to really
know themand to bring them lasting happiness and true wisdom.

It’s useful also to know what Buddhism is not.

Buddhism is not about chanting so many hundreds, thousands or
millions of this or that chant, or performing some powerful ritual.
This is likely to increase a false self-confidence, or even conceit, that
| have done “more” than others. It is about leaming to keep the
mind calm and clear so that we understand its true nature.

Buddhism is not found in large colourful buildings with walls hiding
TV, expensive electronics, hotel comfort, money, and charisma. It is
about how we reach out to others with lovingkindness through our
actions, speechand minds.

Buddhism is not about speaking in riddles, punctuated by grunts
and shouts, norabout whethera dog has Buddha-nature or not. Itis
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to directly look into ourselves, our minds, seeing the problem, its
roots, and dealing with them directly.

Buddhism is not about relics (are they real in the first place?). The
true relics are the Buddhist suttas and teachings that bring us true
joy and inner stillness. Buddhism is like good seeds that we plant
and grow as healthy food that nourishes us so that we can turn to
our real tasks of life.

Buddhism is not about monastics who do not keep to their vows or
who lead false lives. We should never contribute to their failure to
keep to the monastic rules. As lay Buddhists, we must constantly
remind them to keep the precepts, study, practise and realize the
Dharma. For, we get the kind of Buddhism we deserve.

Buddhism is a readiness to help others wisely and effectively when
the occasion arises. When we are unable to do so, we should
examine deep inside why: is it selfishness, fear, hate, ignorance?
Then, we try again and again until we know we have rid of that
negative quality.

Buddhism is about self-knowledge. Itis like when we were children
with fear of the dark and loneliness, clinging to a parental figure. As
we finish schooling, we become emotionally stronger with knowing.
True education is about emotional independence: our happiness is
not dependent on things on earth or in heaven, or anywhere else.
The truthis in here, not out there.

Buddhism is definitely not tricking people into signing a policy, after
which they are trapped by the fine print of dogma.

Buddhism is about questioning ourselves: how do | feel when read-
ing this? Why do | feel like this? Go on asking, and you will in due
course discover that you are your best teacher.

When you stop thinking and questioning, others will think for you!
For the true practitioner, Buddhism is “emptiness.” For the Buddhist
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saint, it is true liberation. For the Buddha, perhaps he would say,
“What Buddhism? Never heard ofit!”

See “Imagine the Past 2000 Years Without Religion”:
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5VyA6HSA4ZM & feature=related

10.2 Buddha Dharma is For All Religions

The historical Buddha teaches to everyone: to kings, nobles, brah-
mins, merchants, bankers, wanderers, courtesans, road-sweepers,
outcastes, and of course the monks, nuns, laymen and laywomen.
There is no designation “Buddhist” in the Buddha’s time and for
centuries after that.

In fact, the eariest Buddhists are the arhats, and those who have
become streamwinners, thatis, those who have realized that there
is nothing permanent in this body, are not superstitious (not
attached to vows and rituals), and have no doubts about themselves
or the Three Jewels inself-awakening.

Today, we tend to take the term “Buddhist” as a “name” (or nomi-
nally), but notalways in practice. So it is a statistical term, a number.
So, perhaps more than 45% of Singaporeans are Buddhists. But does
this mean one out of every two people we meet are likely to be kind
and compassionate? This remains to beseen.

Sometimes | wonder if people who are good and kind tend to tum
to religion, or that religion makes them good and kind. We see little
evidence of the latter: there is so much violence and materialismin
religion in the world today.
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