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I've been asked to give some reflections
using English. Actually, these days, as I've been
living in America for over twenty years, English
is much more comfortable for me to be speaking
Dhamma in than is Thai. But this wasn’t always
the case. Before, when I lived in Thailand, I was
much more comfortable speaking Dhamma in
Thai. The very first time I went back to Canada
to visit my family I had a variety of invitations to
teach in different places. I gave a retreat outside
of Vancouver which my parents and my sister
joined. After that, we went to where most of my
relatives are, in the middle of the country, and
met some Buddhists there, and they invited me
to give a public Dhamma talk. Toward the end of
the trip, I went with my parents to Toronto where
my brother was living and I was again invited to
give a Dhamma talk there. And then I was invited
out to a Thai family’s home in the area and they
also asked me to give a Dhamma talk. This time,

however, 1 gave the Dhamma talk in Thai.
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My parents and family had been seeing me
speak in English and after we left I remember
my mother saying, “That was really interesting.
You’re much more comfortable speaking in Thai
than you are in English.” Even though English
was my home language, as for speaking Dhamma,
I learned Dhamma in Thai. But, of course, now
I’'ve been living in America for so long that
I've gotten much more comfortable speaking in
English, and my Thai has sort of regressed or

fallen by the wayside a bit.

But, this evening, of course, is a very special
day in Buddhist history, and in Buddhist culture.
It marks the commemoration of the Buddha’s first
teaching—the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta,
The Setting Rolling the Wheel of Dhamma. And
that Setting Rolling of the Wheel of Dhamma was
the act of bringing these liberating teachings on
the Four Noble Truths into the world.
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To a certain extent, it’s easy to sometimes
think, “Oh, what’s so special about these Four
Noble Truths?” But one of the things that’s really
special is that the Buddha’s pointing to our ordinary
experience; to contemplating, investigating, and
practicing with the ordinary experience of our
life, the ordinary, fraught nature of having a
body, having a mind, being in the world of birth,
aging, sickness, and death. So taking something
as ordinary as that, but then contemplating and
realizing that within that is the opportunity and
the capacity for freedom, for liberation. And that

is something that is really very, very special.

Most religions in the world are pointing to
something outside of ourselves, pointing to some
heavenly realm, or some deity, or some celestial
being somewhere, someplace who has some
power over us, and who has some sort of control
over our well-being, our spiritual well-being.
But the Buddha didn’t point in that direction.
He pointed back to us. He said that within us we
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have this capacity for understanding, but that we
need to investigate our experience more deeply,
to investigate our situation because there is this

experience of dukkha.

Dukkha is translated in may different
ways—suffering, discontent, dissatisfaction, disease,
stress. It’s something that we all experience.
We all experience some kind of stress, some kind
of difficulty, something that is not quite right,
not so smooth. In ancient Indian languages, even
pre-Buddhist ones, words were quite simple and
common and the word dukkha was part of the
common language. Again, the Buddha is taking

something that is a common experience.

There’s two words: “dukkha” is sort of like
suffering and “sukha” means like happiness. In the
ancient Northern Indian languages, “du-” means
not so good, bad and “su-” means good, pleasant,
comfortable. So, sukha means happiness, and
dukkha means unhappiness. But, those prefixes

“du-” and “su-” are affixed to the stem “kha”.
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Now, Northern Indian cultures as with other
ancient cultures were horse cultures, and they had
carts, and chariots, and “kha” was the word for
where the axle fits into the wheel. And so when
something is sukha, it means things are really going
smoothly. It’s comfortable, it’s pleasant. Dukkha is
when it just doesn’t fit right. It doesn’t roll properly.
It doesn’t go along comfortably and pleasantly—
it’s dukkha, it’s difficult, it’s uncomfortable, it’s
unpleasant. And, so that’s the experience of all
of us as human beings. We all experience some
difficulty, some discontent, some disease, it’s not
so comfortable. It’s like when something just

isn’t fitting right and thing just aren’t smooth.

So relating to these images of a wheel rolling
along really comfortably and smoothly, versus
not being able to roll along comfortably at all,
I remember a common experience growing up in
Canada. It’s hard for people who live in Thailand,
Malaysia, Singapore or Indonesia to think of car

tires freezing, but that is one of the things that
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happens when it gets really cold in the Winter
time. So this is what happens in Canada: on a cold
Winter morning when it gets down to 30 or 35
degrees below, then the air in your tires shrinks,
the tire freezes, and the bottom of the tires become
frozen flat. And when you first start up the car,
after you finally get your engine to start (in Canada
you have to have heaters in the oil in the engine
in order to get it to start), you realize that the tires
are frozen. They’re smooth all the way around
the whole tire except for the bottom—and it’s flat.
Then you go [imitates are car moving roughly on
a tire with a flat spot| when you start, and it isn’t
until you get going long enough that the tires start
to warm up and become round again. And then it
goes more smoothly. But having that bump—that
dukkha—it doesn’t roll along, it’s not smooth,

it’s not comfortable. But it also isn’t permanent.

One of the insights that the Buddha
pointed to in the Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta

[1

is “yam kifici samudayadhammam, sabbam tam
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nirodhadhamman’ti.” “Whatever is of the nature
to arise, that also is of the nature to cease.”
So whether something is pleasant or unpleasant,
everything that is conditioned, is of the nature to
arise, to change, and to cease—it will come to an
end. Whether you like something or you dislike
it, it’s going to change. It has the nature to arise,
it has the nature to cease. The only thing which
is not of the nature to arise or of the nature to
cease is Nibbana. And that can be accessed through
seeing the nature of conditioned phenomena and
learning how to develop the quality of knowing

clearly.

When I was a young monk living with
Ajahn Chah, at first I didn’t understand the
language. But I would start hearing things over
and over again. And certain words would start to
become familiar, but I would still not know what
they meant. I would keep hearing Ajahn Chah
use the word “satipafina”. It’s a compound Pali

word that is used in modern Thai which means
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wisdom, discernment, a kind of a clarity, and acuity
of mind. And I was hearing that over and over
again. And I realized, “Oh, Ajahn Chah is always

pointing at this quality of satipafifia.”

One of the monks in our community has
been translating this word as “truth-discerning
awareness”. And that’s really a helpful perspective
to be considering: this lifting up of satipafifia—
truth-discerning awareness—into the mind.
Because sometimes we’re aware, but it’s just an
awareness of our moods, our likes and dislikes.
Sometimes we can even make up our own truths,

what we consider or think to be true.

There’s a new expression in American
English that the current president of the United
States has been using. When relating to the truth
of something which is not true, we hear the
phrase, “That’s alternative facts.” So, when we
live in a world of alternative facts, things get very

problematic.
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But it’s very important to be questioning
what is actually true? What’s the purpose of truth?
What’s the function of truth? What truths are we
trying to understand or rely on? Because often
times what we take to be true is what we believe
in or what we’re invested in. But the Buddha’s
perspective on truth is related to what leads to the
cessation of suffering. That’s the function of truth,

the purpose of truth.

So this truth-discerning awareness, this
awareness that leads to the cessation of dukkha,
to the cessation of suffering, the cessation of that
quality of discontent and disease so that there’s
a stability, and clarity—this is something that’s
possible to experience within the human condition.
This is the whole purpose of the Buddha’s teaching.
It’s certainly the whole purpose of the Buddha’s

first discourse.

Reflecting on the story of the Buddha’s life,

there is this aspect of when he has this inspiration
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to leave the world and to take on religious training,
and to follow his spiritual aspiration. At first, he’s
incredibly gung-ho in practicing austerities—in
doing that which was considered at that time to
be the source of spiritual awakening and spiritual
power. But he’s not satisfied with it. Finally he
finds a middle way of practice that opens the heart

to liberation and understanding.

And his first inclination after becoming
Enlightened is, “Nobody is gonna understand
this.” His first inclination is not to teach. His first
inclination is that this is impossible to pass on
and convey to others. And, of course, this is where
the Brahma God Sahampati comes and invites the
Buddha saying, “There are beings with little dust
in their eyes. Please teach for those beings.” And
that’s when the Buddha makes the effort to go and
track down these five ascetics and to give them
this teaching of the Dhammacakkappavattana
Sutta. And it is understood. The ascetic Kondafifia

understood the teaching and thus came to be
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known as “Anfia-Kondanfia”—Kondafifia who
understands. He gave rise to that truth-discerning

awareness.

And that was the beginning of this whole
dispensation that’s been passed down to us
for almost 2,600 years now. So the legacy of
this opportunity to access what the Buddha
experienced, what the Buddha saw, what the
Buddha realized, is accessible to us even today.
It’s these Four Noble Truths, it’s this Eight-fold
Path that are the key that opens the gate into
the truth, into the deathless. So try to take this
to heart, to contemplate it, to practice with it,
to reflect on it, to internalize it, to lead it inwards,
and to draw it into the heart. So that’s a reflection

for this evening and I'll leave it there.
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