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Introduction

o often we are trying to follow the Buddha’s teaching with
S the idea of becoming free from something — free from our
desires, our personality, our anger, our suffering. It might then
come as quite a surprise, when suddenly, in the middle of
our striving to attain or get rid of something, we find our heart
opening like a window, revealing to us the spacious vista of
an unexpected kind of freedom: the freedom to fully meet
ourselves as we are right now; the freedom to fully experience
all the situations and emotions that seem to be obstacles to
our happiness, without having to believe in or follow their
apparent messages. What allows us to abide in that unex-
pected freedom, finding stillness and clarity in the eye of
the storm, is a spacious, embracing awareness of the present
moment, which for its liberating qualities lies at the heart
of the Buddha’s teaching. This collection of talks is formed
around the theme of this potentially limitless awareness.

The inspiration to put this book together originated with
a series of talks given by Ajahn Munindo at the beginning of
the millennium in New Zealand. In those talks he char-
acterised a practice centered on trust in a non-judgmental
awareness of the present moment as ‘source-oriented’ prac-
tice, contrasting it to ‘goal-oriented’ striving. I was living at
the monastery in Wellington where the talks were given and
it was a great relief for me to hear his eloquent exposition
of a theme I was struggling with myself, feeling intuitively
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drawn to a source-oriented approach but at the same time
keeping a half-hearted commitment to goal-striving. A pre-
dicament which led me into years of confusion in which I
vainly tried to synthesize and reconcile the two approaches
in my own practice. Finding myself encouraged by one of
our senior monks to follow my own intuition was quite a
relief, freeing up a lot of energy. Part of the newly kindled
enthusiasm went straight into the effort to get the talks ed-
ited. With the help of a few good friends we merged them in-
to one text called ‘We are all Translators’, the second of this
collection. There was a particularly strong incentive for me
to do this, having seen how many other people, particularly
Westerners, shared the same response to the talks or the
theme developed in them. And the reception of the talk
seems to have proved its relevance, as it has now been re-
printed in several languages.

Soon after coming to Aruna Ratanagiri, the monastery
at Harnham, in the north of England, where Ajahn Munindo
is the senior incumbent, a number of other talks sprang to
my attention that seemed similarly significant, adding per-
spectives and themes that felt like cornerstones of Ajahn
Munindo’s way of living and presenting the Dhamma: ‘When
we fall in Love’ with its appreciation of how to harness all
of our enthusiasm for life into our practice; ‘What is Re-
nunciation?” explaining the need for a proper container in
which our passions can be transformed; and ‘Prayer and De-
votion’, concerning the engagement of our heart’s longings
and aspirations in a way that usually gets little attention in
Western presentations of the Theravada teachings. Then,
over a period of a few months I heard Ajahn Munindo give a
whole series of talks illustrating the application of present-
moment awareness to various difficult situations and emo-
tions, culminating in the ‘The Power of Paradox’. In this talk
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he succinctly formulates the essence of a source-oriented
approach to practice: “Patiently allowing utterly frustrating
dilemmas to be present in our here-and-now, judgment-free
awareness — this is the path of purification.” With those talks
fleshing out the theme opened up by ‘We are all Translators’,
the idea of a book took on more definite shape, and after
some initial hesitation (“Do you really think these things are
worth printing?”) Ajahn Munindo warmed up to the idea.
Finally, through the bequest of his good friend Sue Warren,
who passed away in 2003, there arose the opportunity to
print this book and dedicate it to her dear memory.

In the first talk of the collection Ajahn Munindo shares
his experience of his early years as a monk in Thailand and
his relationship to and the teachings received from his first
teacher, the late Ajahn Tate. The book then moves on to the
theme of respectfully translating the teachings and the form
of the inherited tradition into what is meaningful and work-
able for us. This is a task that, as is explained in ‘We are all
Translators’, we have to face individually if we want to receive
genuine benefits from our practice. In his own efforts to
meet this challenge, Ajahn Munindo remains faithful to the
instructions on awareness he received from his first teacher:
to “realise the difference between the contents of the heart
and the heart itself.”

The main body of the book develops the theme of this
awareness, the heart itself, its inherent freedom and its rele-
vance for receiving and transforming the various passions
and problems arising in our life. The aim is to show how it
is that in this cauldron of awareness, if our connection to it
is strong, stable and clear enough, all obstructions can be
melted down into their raw energies which then become
available again to manifest in ways that are wholesome and
beautiful. As the Ajahn points out in ‘Getting to Know our
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Emotional Household’, this is essential, as “we need all our
energy for the work of purification”, and whatever part of it
we try to deny or repress for too long will go underground
and eventually turn against us.

The talks towards the end of the book offer reflections
and practices that try to provide a supportive framework
to hold awareness in its place, investing it with the strength
needed to undertake its transformative work. This arrange-
ment of the talks, then, follows a certain logic; however, it
should be possible to open the book at any page and find
some relevant reminder or a fresh perspective on the chal-
lenges we face in our practice.

The talks were given at a variety of venues — at Aruna
Ratanagiri monastery, during either the regular Sunday eve-
ning meetings or lay meditation retreats, during travels to
meditation groups in Britain as well as in other countries —
always to a lay audience, mostly with monastic Sangha pres-
ence, often addressing specific questions, and so in general
trying to address topics of concern for both monastic and lay
practitioners. They have, at least in part, been edited exten-
sively to adapt them to the written format, to avoid repet-
itions or to clarify the argument where it seemed helpful.

The quotations at the beginning of each talk are taken
from Ajahn Munindo’s own rendering of the Dhammapada,
published by River Publications. They introduce the theme of
the talk and pay homage to the Buddha by offering a refer-
ence to the Pali scriptures, the most ancient record of his
teachings. Thai and Pali words (apart from Buddha, Dhamma,
Sangha and some proper names) have been italicised where
they appear in the first instance in each talk. Their meaning
can be looked up in the glossary.

It was a great pleasure to work on this book with the
dedicated help of so many friends. We would particularly like
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to thank Thomas Jones and Glenn Langdell for their very
competent editing of the talks, the various proof-readers,
especially Ajahn Candasiri, and Soph Moeng for offering his
type-setting skills.

At times we felt that our enthusiasm for trying to include
as much material as possible, trying to cover all the points
we found particularly relevant to the overall theme, would
result in a rather longish volume. Which reminds me of a
story about the Spanish artist Pablo Picasso. Once Picasso
was visiting the Louvre in Paris with an art critic friend. As
they were standing in front of one of Rafael’s masterpieces,
expressing their admiration, the art critic pointed to one of
Rafael’s ethereal renderings of a Greek goddess, and ventured
to say, “But Pablo, don’t you think he painted this arm much
too long?” which, technically, was true. However, Picasso
immediately retorted straight from the heart: “Ah, no — such
a beautiful arm can’t be long enough!”

I hope you will enjoy reading this book as much as we
enjoyed producing it.

Abhinando Bhikkhu
Aruna Ratanagiri, February 2004
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Profoundly Simple

Those who build canals channel the flow of water.
Arrowsmiths make arrows.
Woodworkers craft wood.

The wise tame themselves.

Dhammapada verse 80

he abbot of ‘The International Forest Monastery of Bung
TWai’ had expressed an interest in visiting our monas-
teries in Europe and spending some time here on retreat.
Everything was in place for this to happen except there being
someone to take over his duties during his absence. After
living in Britain for twelve years, I was interested to return to
Asia, so it was a joy when, in 1993, I found myself heading
for Thailand for an extended stay in the place where I had
done most of my initial training as a young monk.

Twilight was falling by the time I once again entered the
monastery gates. Being greeted by old friends and new stirred
feelings of nervousness, gratitude and wonder. So much had
happened both inwardly and outwardly since I had lived
there. The place was familiar and yet at the same time diff-
erent. The dark all-encompassing silence of the forest, the
fragrance of wild blossoms mingling with the scent of burn-
ing incense, took me back to being twenty-four years old
again, full of hope for mystical experience and yet wonder-
fully empty of expectations. But now electrical sounds drifted

1
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across the paddy fields from the lit village of Bung Wai,
where every house, not just the headman’s, had its own tele-
vision set and stereo.

After a day or two I discovered that the monastery had
not changed too much. Although the dirt road from Ubon,
the regional town, had been upgraded to tarmac, and mech-
anical rotavators had replaced the buffaloes in the fields, the
monastery water was still pulled by hand from the well;
leaves were still swept daily; dye for the robes was still made
with resin extracted by hard labour from the jackfruit tree;
and reading at night was still done by kerosene lamplight.
The message so characteristic of the Theravadin forest trad-
ition, ‘Keep It Simple’, still sounded out, like the resonating
temple gong heard for miles around, even above the new and
modern noise.

The daily programme in the monastery was more flexible
than I had anticipated, so there was time to reconnect with
the other resident monks. There was also time to converse
with local villagers. Miraculously, they seemed to remember
those of us who had lived there when the monastery was
founded in 1974. The older folk hadn’t kicked their lifetime
habit of chewing betel nut, nor had they lost their radiant
toothless smiles. We exchanged stories about developments
in monasteries around the world, some in countries that
many of them had not heard of.

As fortune would have it, there was an opportunity
during this period of residence to visit some of the medit-
ation masters of the north-east, including my first teacher
whom [ hadn’t seen since leaving his monastery eighteen
years before. Venerable Ajahn Tate was a highly respected
teacher somewhat senior to Ajahn Chah and had been a
disciple of Ajahn Mun in the 1930s. Having become a monk at
the age of fourteen, his whole life had been spent earnestly

2
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in the practice and service of the Dhamma. He grew to be
—along with Ajahn Chah — one of the pre-eminent leaders of
Thai Buddhism, eventually establishing and living at Hin
Mark Peng monastery. At the time of my visit to Thailand, he
was residing in nearby Wat Tum Karm, the mountain cave
monastery of the late Ajahn Fun. I consider myself extreme-
ly fortunate to have spent the first months of my monastic
life with him, before I came to live under the guidance of
Venerable Ajahn Chah.

When I first went to stay with Ajahn Tate he was seventy-
four and had recently been diagnosed with leukaemia. Eight-
een years later, he was miraculously still offering guidance
to anyone who sought his help. So with no small amount
of joy and anticipation I joined the party travelling the few
hours north to pay their respects. “What shall I give him?
Will he remember me?” — such excited thoughts, memories
about the hard time I'd had in those early years, and a child-
like anticipatory delight filled my mind.

Even at the time I'd lived with him he had had a beautiful
grandfatherly appearance. Now, at ninety-three, he had little
physical strength left, yet his eyes shone, his quiet high-
pitched voice was clear and his skin glowed. I choked with
tears as | bowed in respect and gratitude. Although normally
[ was quite able to communicate adequately in Thai, I needed
one of the other monks to express my intense joy at seeing
him again. He didn’t recognise me and it didn’t matter as I
sat at his feet again. “How amazing!” I thought to myself,
“All those years ago, I struggled so much in my new life as
a forest monk, enduring the furious inner fires, yet here I
am feeling such happiness! How wonderful!”

Ajahn Tate had been the meditation teacher of my pre-
ceptor Somdet Nyanasamvara of Wat Bovornives in Bangkok,
and I'd been introduced to his teachings in the form of

3
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printed translations. When I happened to meet some of
Ajahn Tate’s disciples in Bangkok I was impressed by their
conduct and outward demeanour, and so, with the blessing
of my preceptor, I moved up country to spend my first rains
retreat (vassa) at Wat Hin Mark Peng. I travelled there in the
company of another western monk I'd also met in Bangkok.
We had coincidentally attended retreats around the same
time in Australia, and now shared the same interest in spend-
ing time with this great teacher. Wat Hin Mark Peng was a
remote monastery on the forested banks of the Mekong Riv-
er, about thirty miles upstream from Vientiane, the capital of
Laos. When I was there, the communists were invading Laos.
My kuti was high on a cliff, directly above the river. When I
first arrived we would go down to bathe each morning, but
as conditions between Thailand and Laos deteriorated,
Russian soldiers began patrolling the Mekong in their boats
and there was too much shooting going on for it to be
comfortable to continue.

Living in a war zone certainly added to the intensific-
ation of my experience. [ was already trying to adjust to the
food and climate, and I couldn’t speak the language either.
Where I came from in New Zealand, living in the forest was
a treat — no snakes, scorpions or even ants to be troubled by.
But in the tropical forest of Asia real care needed to be taken
as you got into bed at night in case a snake had crawled in
there first. There were times when I would wake up in the
middle of the night with my body covered in stinging ants,
and the walls of the hut apparently moving as they teemed
over the entire building.

The Heart and the Activity of the Heart
On the occasion of the first interview my companion and
[ had with Ajahn Tate, he was keen to hear about our prac-
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tice. Since we were going to be living in his monastery at
least for the duration of the Rains Retreat, he wanted to know
what our understanding of practice was, so he called us up
to his kuti.

After asking a few questions, he spoke to us for some
time, during which he said something that has stayed with
me; something that still seems as significant as it did then.
Through the translator, he said, “Your task in practice is to
realise the difference between the heart and the activity of
the heart. It's that simple.” As I recall this now, I can almost
hear him saying it; his voice gentle yet strong and full, clearly
rich in experience and unshakeable understanding. I hadn’t
expected him to say something so straightforward. Isuppose
[ had expected something more complex and difficult to un-
derstand, but my response when I heard what he said was,
“Yes, I get that, I can relate to that.”

To observe inwardly, to direct attention so that we come
to know intimately for ourselves that which is the heart and
that which is the activity of the heart: this was and is the
foundation of my meditation practice and my enquiry. The
words he used were jit and argarn kong jit. Citta, a Pali word,
is shortened in Thai to ‘it’, and both words mean ‘heart’ or
‘mind’. ‘Argarn kong jit' means ‘the activity of the heart or
mind’.

[ had heard a lot of talk about developing jhanas — states
of meditative absorption —and about attaining different levels
of realisation and insight, but Ajahn Tate was pointing out
that it is important not to be distracted by ideas of practice
nor by the various experiences, sensations or mental impress-
ions that we are subject to. We should view them all simply
as the activity of the mind. They are all the content of the
mind. If the heart or mind — the citta — is like an ocean, then
the activities of the heart or mind are like the waves on that



Unexpected Freedom

ocean. Our practice should consist in seeing these waves as
waves, passing on the surface of the ocean.

Most of us are usually caught up in the activity. I still
get caught up in the waves, in the movements of mind, and
[ forget, I lose perspective. Practice means remembering per-
spective, and cultivating an awareness that distinguishes the
knowing itself from that which is known. We can know the
sensations in the body; we can know feelings, energetic
movements, mental formations, ideas, impressions, concepts,
memories and fantasies. All these need to be known as ac-
tivity. If we don’t know them as activity, what happens? We
become the activity and get caught up in that activity. There
is a poignant saying in Japanese Buddhism: ‘Laugh, but don’t
get lost in laughter; cry, but don’t get lost in crying.” We
could also say, ‘Think, but don’t get lost in thinking; enjoy, but
don’t get lost in enjoyment.’

Sometimes people come across Buddhist teachings or
Buddhist meditation and they get the idea that peacefulness
means getting rid of all the content of the mind, making the
mind empty. In meditation it sometimes appears that the
mind is very open and spacious and that there’s very little
happening. However, this does not mean that we’ve made it,
that we're enlightened. In that state of openness, clarity and
spaciousness, we might experience vitality and pleasure, and
if we're not properly informed and prepared, we can make
the mistake of thinking ‘This is it! This good feeling is the
point of it all.” Ajahn Tate was saying that even this good feel-
ing is also just the activity of the heart. The point of practice
is to know this activity in relation to that in which the activity
is taking place. What is it in which this activity is taking
place? What is it that knows? We should cultivate an aware-
ness that knows the knowing as well as that which is known.
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The Effort to Remember

This teaching was the first gift I received from Ajahn Tate, a
precious gift, and one that very much set me up for the
practice that [ have followed ever since. I was an enthusiastic
beginner who'd had a bit of pleasurable experience in med-
itation. I was determined to get somewhere in my practice
and I made a huge amount of effort. After having got up
early in the morning and gone out on alms-round I would
eat the one meal and, after a rest, spend the rest of the day
sitting and walking. There were few books in English there,
but the few I could find I reflected on seriously. The little
talking I could do was with people whose language I could
not speak. The other Western monk was meditating on death,
an object of meditation frequently recommended by the
Buddha and favoured in the forest tradition, and he did not
seem to want to pay much attention to me. As it happened,
as the months went by, I looked more and more like death
myself, and I think he began to find me an interesting
object of contemplation. I hadn’t been getting on very well
with the diet of sticky rice, pickled fish and chillies, and I
lost a lot of weight. But I'd committed myself to stay for
the three months of the vassa, and that commitment added
to the intensity.

[ certainly experienced some benefits from the effort I
made during this retreat period of intensified practice.
About halfway through the three months, I had an exper-
ience of clarity that I can remember vividly — it was a night
or two before my twenty-fourth birthday. It was quite
spontaneous; I wasn't doing any special practice. I was sitting
there in puja one evening, surrounded by the other monks.
Puja took place in a very basic, unattractive, open-sided
wooden building with the usual grass mats rolled out over
the polished concrete floor. We chanted in the same way as

7



Unexpected Freedom

every other day, with the same mosquitoes biting and my
knees hurting as they usually did. Suddenly, without warn-
ing, I found myself experiencing the most wonderful clarity
—unlike anything I had ever known before. I experienced an
utterly natural yet at the same time extraordinary sense of
well-being. It seemed as though this perspective on things
should now last forever, because, in reality, things had always
been that way, only I hadn’t noticed it. When puja finished I
felt so elevated that  mentioned it to one of the other monks,
and he said, “Let’s go and speak to Ajahn Tate about it.”

There was a tradition in the monastery that eight or ten
monks would go and see Ajahn Tate after evening chant-
ing and massage him, all at the same time. Thai massage is
gruesome. You dig your elbows in as deeply as you can.
Those Thai monks would really get to work on Ajahn Tate.
Somebody would be on his foot, someone else on his leg,
someone else on an arm, all digging away. He’d go through
this every night. On this particular evening, as we talked about
what had happened to me, he stopped the massage, sat up
and said, “I want to hear more about this.” So I explained
what I had experienced. That evening he gave me what I
consider the second most helpful piece of advice that I've ever
received on practice.

He said, “These moments of clarity, this mindfulness and
presence that you have experienced, are very good. From now
on what you have to do in your practice is just to remember
like this more quickly.” We were talking through a translator,
which wasn't easy. If we had been speaking directly, he might
have said, “Keep exercising mindfulness in the moment and
learn to come back sooner to this clear way of seeing. It’s
that simple — make the effort to remember.” Little by little,
with the right kind of effort, with consistent practice, as I am
sure many of you have realised, we can make a difference.

8
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It was not for another seven years until, wrapped in a
blanket during a winter retreat in England, that I was able to
acknowledge more fully the relevance of what Ajahn Tate
had said that evening. After that conversation I had fallen
into hell. The profound, amazing experience I had had dur-
ing that evening had soon been followed by horrendously
unpleasant mind states, indescribably terrible states of self-
doubt. This is why I often speak about how important it is
to prepare oneself properly for practice. At that time I hadn’t
long been off the hippy trail. Only a few months before my
time with Ajahn Tate I had left the commune in which I'd
been living and had hitchhiked across the Australian desert.
After that, I island-hopped through Indonesia, stopping for
a little diving in Timor, batik-painting in Java, and then went
on up through various beach resorts and restaurants in
Malaysia to Thailand. And then, I found myself with a shaved
head and in robes, doing this intensive practice. I definitely
wasn't properly prepared.

Thanks to Ajahn Tate’s loving-kindness and consistent
caring attention, I survived those very unpleasant states. But
it was about seven years before I was able more fully to
appreciate what he’d told me on that occasion. Now I en-
courage people to make this effort to remember. Sometimes,
when we forget what we have learned, we can devalue
experiences that we've had, effort we’ve made, insights that
have arisen. Ajahn Chah had an image for this. He'd say,
“These moments of mindfulness and understanding are like
drips of water coming out of a tap. In the beginning it’s drip
— drip — drip, with big gaps between the drips.” If we're heed-
less during those gaps, if we're caught up in our thinking,
caught up in the content of the mind and the sensations we
are experiencing, we can think that our mindful moments
were invalid and dismiss them as accidents. But Ajahn Chah

9
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said, “Little by little, with consistent effort, these moments
become drip, drip, drip then dripdripdrip and then they
become a stream.” With constant effort, you enter a contin-
uous stream of mindfulness. The moments themselves are
the same, but they’re uninterrupted.

We forget, but the good news is that we can remember.
We sit in formal meditation, gathering our heart and mind
together, and we settle into stillness. We gain perspective, we
remember. The mind wanders off. ‘If only I hadn’t done that,’
we think; or, ‘Why did they say that” We wander into the
future, thinking, ‘Have I got my ticket for tomorrow? Where
did I put it” We get caught up, we get lost, but then we re-
member because our hearts are committed to remembering.
If we simply remember, that’s good, but if we come in with
some sort of judgement and say, ‘I shouldn’t have forgotten,
my practice is hopeless,’ then we’ve lost it again. Remember-
ing is the point. We don’t need to dwell on our forgetting.

Being Careful

Ajahn Tate’s advice was, “All you've got to do is remember
more quickly.” I kept making an effort during that vassa and
[ was very diligent, although by this time I was in such a
state of despair, occasional terror, distress and thorough un-
pleasantness, that it was really just a question of survival.
At the end of the vassa [ wasn’t well at all. They decided I
needed to go down to Bangkok for a medical check-up and
to rest. In factIended up in hospital. [ saw Ajahn Tate before
I left and he gave me a third significant and helpful teach-
ing. He gave it with such kindness and wisdom; he wasn't just
being nice to me. He was so aware of the nature of this path.
He said, “Be careful.” I still remember this vividly. He said,
“The place you are at within yourself is very vulnerable —
take care.”

10
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[ often begin our evening meditation at Ratanagiri by
guiding us together into our inner settling by saying, “Care-
fully paying attention...” I think in many cases we could
substitute the word ‘carefulness’ for ‘mindfulness.” In the
poor condition that I was in when I saw Ajahn Tate, his
words were just what was needed. I was so unhappy that I
could very easily have been unkind to myself, or heedless.
You know what it’s like when you get a little miserable;
you start blaming, thinking, ‘Well, someone has done
something wrong.’ It’s very difficult to feel unhappy without
feeling that somebody, probably including oneself, has
done something wrong.

If we are feeling unhappy, what is called for is a will-
ingness to simply be with that unhappiness. If we’re not
careful, we say something’s wrong, though it doesn’t really
help to say that. We say it either inwardly or outwardly. This
projecting of blame is a consequence of having made an
inner mistake of misperceiving our unhappiness, sadness
or suffering as being something wrong. We don't receive it
just as it is. We don’t acknowledge it and feel it, allowing it
to happen; we don’t have the ‘knowingness’ to see it as
activity taking place in awareness. Because we don’t have that
perspective, we struggle to do something about our suffer-
ing, to deal with it in some way. To say that something has
gone wrong and that it’s somebody’s fault is a heedless way
of dealing with our unpleasant experiences. The habit of
consistently doing this is a symptom of what I call the com-
pulsive judging mind. Ajahn Tate’s parting gift to me, ‘be
careful,” alerted me to this, intuitively if not conceptually.

One-Pointedness of Mind
I received a final teaching from Ajahn Tate on the occasion
of visiting him with the group from Bung Waiin 1993. Only

11
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a few months later he passed away, at the age of ninety-four.
We sat close to him so he didn’t have to speak loudly. I
felt almost too ashamed to attempt to engage him in talk
since he seemed so frail and tired; just to be near him was
enough. Yet with visibly keen interest and with great kind-
ness he responded to the questions he was asked. All the
other visitors of the day had departed; only our small group
remained. AsIrecall, one of the young monks asked Ajahn
Tate if he could identify the essence of Buddhist teaching.
“Buddhism, you want a definition of Buddhism?” he said.
“Buddhism is one-pointedness of mind.” (Thai: ekaggata jit).
A lot has been written and said about Buddhism, and that
such a great being should give such a clear and simple pres-
entation of the path was a precious gift.

For those who don’t yet have a foundation in practice
it would be understandable if Ajahn Tate’s definition of
Buddhism didn’t make sense. Even for those who do, for
the most part we don’t yet know how to abide clearly,
consciously and mindfully in a state of one-pointedness. If
we do have an appreciation of one-pointedness, even to a
small degree, then we will know that a mind that is distracted
and fragmented is a mind that is confused and which mis-
perceives the way things are. In this condition the natural
well-being that we feel when there is one-pointedness is
obstructed.

Many of us went through years of our early lives being
chronically obstructed. We were trying to sort out the right
philosophy, the right political statement, the right lifestyle,
the right type of relationship, the right social arrangement,
so that we would feel good about life. It wasn’t until my
first meditation retreat, during which I learned to focus
attention on the breath and to inhibit the tendency to follow
distractions that I discovered, or uncovered, the natural state
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of well-being that comes when the mind is concentrated. Up
until that point I thought I had to do something or imbibe
something to feel good. When we remember or reconnect
with the natural goodness of the heart — which is still, calm,
peaceful and clear — then, through seeing clearly the nature
of the world, our relationship with the world is changed.
The world remains what it is and what it has always been.
There is still pleasure and pain, both intense and mediocre.
There’s still injustice and struggle, disappointment, joy, de-
light and happiness. But when we see with clarity that all of
this comes and goes, when we see with awareness all of ex-
perience arising and ceasing, we no longer, from conditioned
preference, invest ourselves in any experience in particular.
We invest instead in understanding the nature of experience.

So the fourth teaching from Ajahn Tate that I recall is
that what is really worth developing is not a sophisticated
understanding of Buddhist theory or lots of retreat exper-
iences and insights but an appreciation of how to abide
more freely and more frequently with one-pointedness of
heart and mind. When we know this state and it is rightly
focused on the Way we will be best placed to progress in
practice.

For these four simple yet wonderfully relevant teachings
[ will remain eternally indebted to Ajahn Tate and I am happy
to share them with you.

Thank you for your attention.
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We are all Translators

Truly it is ourselves that we depend upon;
how could we really depend upon another?
When we reach the state of self-reliance
we find a rare refuge.

Dhammapada verse 160

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

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

Discerning Essence

The point of our taking up the Buddhist Way is to find
support for our heart’s yearning to be free, and it is natural
that we begin by observing the way in which others engage
in practice. But although a particular technique or system
has been applied successfully by one person, it does not
mean that it will work for everyone. It is wise to ask, ‘What
is important to me? What is it that is quickened in me when
I see a teacher, or hear a teaching? I like to think about
religious forms as being like conventions around eating. If
we are hungry, the point of eating food is to become free
from the discomfort of hunger. Whether you go to a Japan-
ese restaurant and eat with chopsticks, or a Thai restaurant
and eat with a spoon, or a place where you use a knife and
fork, the conventions are not the point. The point is that
we are fed. So it is with practice. The point is that our hearts
no longer feel hungry. So our task is to identify what it is that
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is nourishing, and to focus on that. This is identifying the
domain of spirit. If we give this task priority, whatever this
may mean in our case, then I feel the forms that support
the spirit will evolve rightly. Not to give spirit due priority
means we might be missing out on what is of most value in
a religious tradition.

Something we could miss out on is a creative particip-
ation in our enquiry. If our translation is going to be relevant,
we have to be creatively involved with it. Yes, we respect the
forms that we inherit; we have to begin with learning that
which has been tried and tested. At times this requires that
we simply do what we are told; at this stage, learning the
form is the priority. For example, if we are learning T’ai Chi,
we don't question the master because the movements feel
uncomfortable, and then on our third lesson make some
suggestions as to how the form could be altered. Noj;
although in the beginning we might feel awkward and look a
little silly, we simply learn the form and humbly accept that
it doesn’t yet feel right, remembering that these forms are
supports for spirit —in this case, working with the Chi. If we
practise the form with commitment then we eventually learn
to relax into the form. Then perhaps the Chi — spirit — starts
to move, and we are grateful.

So we are not dismissing forms. We take up the form
and wait very patiently until we are settled into it. Then we
feel for the spirit moving. When we are fully familiar with
the spirit then that becomes the priority. Now we are in
touch with the essence. This way, we will be able to change
the forms without compromising or obstructing spirit. If we
attempt to adjust things too soon, based on our likes and
dislikes, we could be creating obstructions.

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

Holding Rightly

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

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

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

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

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

The Two Orientations of Effort
One way of illustrating this task of translating the practice
is to look more closely at how we internalise the teachings.
If the kind of effort we make is not coming from a place of
confidence, not only are we wasting energy, but we could
actually be doing ourselves harm. I see a lot of confusion in
the way many meditators relate to the different types of
effort required in practice. There is sometimes quite a naive
hope that by endlessly plugging away, doing what they have
been doing for years, something good will come out of it.
These days I feel convinced that there are basically two
different and distinct orientations of effort — goal-orientation
and source-orientation. For many years I tried to practise by
having a goal ‘out there’ to strive towards. My understanding
of the teachings as I heard them was that this was what I
should be doing. I received instruction in various techniques,
which were oriented towards realisation of this goal. The
goal was called ‘enlightenment’ or ‘the deathless’ and so on,
but it was always ‘out there in the future’. I was encouraged
to make great effort to achieve the goal and to break through
those things that obstructed progress towards it. And even
when the words didn’t directly say that the goal was ‘out
there’, that was the message that I heard. Eventually I found
myself in a terribly frustrating knot. At one point I felt that
my whole commitment to practice was seriously challenged.
Gratefully, with some help, I came to realise that the struggle
[ was caught in was about the very feeling of having to get
somewhere. [ had internalised a sense that I had to ‘fix’ my-
self somehow, change what I was and get somewhere else.
Clearly it wasn’t working, so I gave up. In giving up I exper-
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ienced a feeling like that of beginning a journey home. What
a relief! Just as I was beginning to wonder if the journey
itself was about to come to a sudden and sad ending I felt I
could settle into something perfectly natural. And with this
shift came a feeling, initially unnoticed, of being genuinely
personally responsible. This was new.

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

Faulty Will

Many of us start meditating with a faculty of will that is not
doing its job properly. In trying so hard and for so long to
wilfully fix ourselves up, we have abused the very faculty
of will. If you abuse alcohol for a period of years and become
an alcoholic, you can never again have a social drink. In
our case we have over-used the will. Now we can’t help but
habitually overdo it and interfere with everything that
happens. We often feel unable to simply receive a situation
and gently apply will to direct and guide attention. If we
find something we think is wrong we tend to automatically
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slam an opinion on it — that ‘it shouldn’t be this way’, and
then we set about wilfully trying to fix it.

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

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

Usually when I sit in meditation I do nothing. I assume a
conscious posture and simply observe what’s happening;
maybe the mind is all over the place thinking about the
liquorice I had the other night at somebody’s house, or about
how it’s a pity the sun has gone in, or about how I will be
in Beijing this time next week, or about how the monks at
Harnham sent an e-mail asking whether they should use
gloss paint for the doors in the monastery kitchen, and so
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on. Such thoughts might be going through my mind; they’re
nonsense, but I do nothing with them. Absolutely nothing,
until T start to feel a little bit uncomfortable, and then I
watch to see where that discomfort is coming from. It is
always coming from the same place: ‘I shouldn’t be this way.
I should be ... My mind should be clear, I shouldnt be ..
Once this movement is identified, a settling occurs. When
we identify that which takes us away from our natural feel-
ing of centredness, we come home. This is not the same kind
of effort one would be making in goal-seeking practice.

Knowing for Yourself

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

These two orientations are not mutually exclusive. It is
useful to understand how each of them has particular merits
at different stages of practice. In the beginning, to build up
some confidence, it is necessary that we have a good grasp
of techniques. Even though we may relate more readily to
source-oriented teachings and practices, if we haven't yet

23



Unexpected Freedom

found a firm foundation on which to practise, or if we
have found that firm foundation but our life is very busy, it
can still be appropriate at times to make effort to exercise
will and focus.

[ encourage people in the beginning to be very discip-
lined and to count their breaths, one to ten, ten to one,
every out-breath, one, two, three, up to ten, ten, nine,
eight, down to one, being quite precise in the effort made.
This way we get to know that our attention is indeed our
own. We are not slaves to, or victims of, our minds. If our
attention is wandering off and we get caught up in resent-
ment or desire, then we need to know that we are responsible
for that. Our practice, whether we are goal-oriented or source-
oriented, is not going to progress until we are clear that
we are responsible for the quality of attention with which
we operate.

To reach this perspective it may be necessary to exercise
a rigorous discipline of attention for a long period of time.
Yet we may reach a point at which we sense that in con-
tinuing to make this kind of effort we need to refine the
techniques and systems to pursue a goal. But if we encount-
er a deep conviction that to do so is no longer appropriate,
then we need to be ready to adjust; to let go altogether of
seeking anything. If it is right for us to make this choice,
then, when we hear someone talking about their differing
way of practice, we can say, ‘Oh, okay, that’s fine.” We won’t
be shaken. It is really important that we don’t keep letting
ourselves be shaken by somebody else’s enthusiasm.

As we settle more comfortably and confidently into
making our own ‘right effort’ it becomes easier to recognise
the various strengths and weaknesses of different styles of
practice. In goal-oriented practice, for example, it is prob-
ably easier to generate energy. With a clear concept of what

24



We are all Translators

you are supposed to be doing, attention narrows, all dis-
tractions are excluded, and you focus, focus, focus. By being
so exclusive, energy gathers; this way you readily observe
yourself progressing along the path. This in turn supports
faith. As with everything, there is a shadow side to this,
which is directly related to this strength. In being so exclu-
sive you risk chopping out things that could be useful or
need to be addressed; there is a danger of denial. If old neu-
rotic habits of avoidance have not been addressed and you
follow a goal-seeker’s practice, then these tendencies be-
come compounded. This is the origin of fundamentalism. And
despite popular belief there have been, and there are now,
Buddhist fundamentalists.

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

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

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

So it is wise to examine our practice and see if we can
find in which direction we feel we move most easily, which
orientation of effort comes most naturally to us, what sort
of language works for us. We need to prepare ourselves with
the understanding that teachers of these different approaches
use different ways of talking. So listen to the teachings you
receive, contemplate that which you read in books, and see
which orientation of effort makes sense to you. Once you
know, I suggest you go with what inspires you.

Hopefully you can see how this contemplation is an
important part of our contribution to the shared task of
translating practice. May we all feel encouraged to investigate
the contribution we are making to this task at this stage in
its unfolding in the West. I am confident that our careful
enquiry will show up our weaknesses, individually and
collectively, and when we become quietly aware of our
deficiencies we will become more creative. We will be able
translators of the practice. Adaptation will happen where it
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is necessary and it will be in the service of Dhamma. Poss-
ibly we won’t even notice it. We will just know that the
spirit of the Way is alive within us and that our hearts
are more at ease.

Thank you very much for your attention.

27



Unexpected Freedom

28



More than our Feelings

Beings free from addiction to sensual pleasures
know a unique form of delight.

Dhammapada verse 99

s followers of the Theravada Buddhist tradition we might

feel like we have heard so much and read so much on the
subject of mindfulness that any more on it could put us to
sleep. If we have such reaction, however, it is because we
assume that we already know as much about mindfulness
as we need for the work in which we are involved. On this
occasion I would like us to try to put all assumptions aside
and consider anew our understanding of this spiritual faculty.
[ should say from the outset that in talking about this
area of practice, I don’t feel confident that any one English
word really does the job of translating the Pali word sati. This
important word has many subtleties of meaning. According-
ly I sometimes use the words ‘mindfulness’, ‘awareness’ or
‘attention’ synonymously. Sometimes I use the word ‘know-
ingness’. Although this last word is clumsy, I find that it adds
a helpful dimension of meaning that can be missing from
more orthodox translations. It might also be helpful to know
that the word sati originally meant ‘memory’ or ‘recollection’.
However we choose to translate this word sati, it refers to

a faculty that the Buddha often spoke about as having pro-
found spiritual significance. Other spiritual faculties — faith,
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energy, concentration and understanding — are taught in var-
ious great religions of the world; but the Buddha was unique
in making it clear that the practice of mindfulness was essen-
tial to our liberation. In the scriptures there are many images
given as an aid for us to grasp the essence of this aspect of
the teaching. We are encouraged, for example, to cultivate a
quality of attention in the present moment as though we were
walking around with a barrel of boiling tar on our heads. It
is necessary to be awake and alert, with the faculty of aware-
ness fully activated, so that we are not waylaid or confused
by any thoughts and feelings that we may experience while
going about our daily business.

Being mindful, we are aware of the world just the way
it is. This sensitive organism encounters its world through
the various impressions it receives through the eyes, ears,
tongue, nose, body and mind, and all of this we remain aware
of. We are also taught to maintain an awareness of the nature
of this sensory existence, being subject as it is to constant
change. The Buddha wanted us to understand that if there is
the right kind of mindfulness, or right quality of attention,
then we don’t mistake these impressions for being more than
they are. It is because we mistake these impressions for being
more than they are that we suffer. If we don’t want to suffer,
if we don’t want to be confused and unhappy, then what we
need to do is correct the way we understand our lives.

With various metaphors and words of encouragement
the Buddha taught how to cultivate a particular quality of
attention that can be applied in every moment. He advised us
to apply this attention while sitting or standing, walking or
lying down, in short, in whatever posture we find ourselves.
We might think that spiritual practice is something that we
do in a special place, like a Dhamma hall or retreat centre, or
that it’s a special activity, like sitting on a meditation cushion.
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Of course, these things play an important role in the formal
aspect of practice, but properly speaking our ongoing spirit-
ual practice is being fully present in every moment, whatever
is happening. It means not dividing up our experience into
that which is worthy of mindfulness and that which is not.

Identifying with Pleasure and Pain

In his own lifetime, the Buddha experienced the limitation of
being identified with and caught up in his sense-impress-
ions. The traditional story is that he spent the first part of his
life cultivating pleasure in every way possible. Then around
the age of twenty-nine he encountered old age, sickness and
death, and these really unsettled him and he fell into despair.
Having been caught up during his early years in defining
himself in terms of pleasurable experience, he went to the
other extreme and became an ascetic. He found a new iden-
tity by defining himself in terms of painful feelings, to see
how much pain he could put up with; he embraced the pop-
ular religious view of the time that self-mortification would
purify and liberate you.

These sorts of attitudes are not unusual, even today.
People try to get as much pleasure as possible from sensory
experience in order to define themselves. How pleasant can
T make ‘my’ house? How much pleasure can T get out of
‘my’ relationship or the environment in which T live in? Tl
have nice fragrant smells in the bathroom and agreeable sen-
sations, textures and experiences in my life. This attitude is
based on a perfectly natural and understandable preference
for pleasure, and to varying extents we've all experienced it.
But it can be taken to an extreme whereby if we are not
feeling pleasure then we feel like we're failing.

We all know on some level that pleasure comes and goes.
If we maintain an awareness of this, then whenever we have
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a pleasant experience we simply know that the experience is
agreeable. We do not become lost in or cling to the pleasure
of that experience. For instance, in the last few weeks the
weather here has been very agreeable indeed. As summer
draws to a close and autumn arrives, living here in North-
umberland can feel quite wonderful. The fragrances of the
countryside, the mellow colours of the late summer eve-
nings, the harvest, the blue sky, the birds and the fruit are
glorious. And with such nice people around and friendly vis-
itors to the monastery, one can experience a comfortable,
pleasant feeling of well-being. If there is presence of mind in
the moment, however, then when there is this good feeling,
there’s also a ‘knowingness’, an awareness of the pleasure in
experience. And this knowingness doesn’t detract from the
pleasure.

Just as we can define ourselves in terms of pleasure, we
can also do so through pain, with disagreeable physical or
emotional sensations. For the Buddha-to-be, identifying him-
self with pleasurable sensations hadn't liberated him, so he
thought that identifying himself with pain might do the job.
He became an ascetic. His self-mortification consisted in
fasting, not drinking and even in not breathing for sustained
periods of time, as well as other forms of asceticism that
increased the sense of physical frustration.

Most of us don't attempt the extremes of asceticism to
which the Buddha-to-be subjected himself, but we do much
the same when we allow ourselves to become lost in de-
pression or anger. I meet many people who for years have
been dwelling in anger — their resentment is painful to see.
These people may say they want to let go of their anger,
but it is sometimes quite clear that they have a commitment
to dwelling on it. They find a sense of security in defining
themselves as unhappy or angry — at least some sense of
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safety-with-the-familiar can be found in it. We can even get
addicted to feeling afraid, if it gives us the sense of being
somebody. Without any other perceivable way of establish-
ing ourselves in a feeling of safety we are unable to let go.

In the absence of informed awareness, when we en-
counter pleasure we tend to define ourselves in terms of the
pleasant feelings that arise. We become addicted simply to
being our feelings. Even having a bad feeling makes us feel
like we’re somebody. Not feeling anything can appear very
threatening.

The Buddha-to-be’s own investigation into his relation-
ship with his feelings eventually showed him that indulging
in painful feeling took him to the same place as his years of
indulging in pleasurable feelings — unhappiness. He realised
this wasn’t a way to liberation either. Instead, he discover-
ed a Middle Way between a life identified with pleasure and
one identified with pain, which involved this quality of
awareness he called Right Mindfulness — regarding all of ex-
perience with a presence of mind that meant that he wasn’t
deterred from investigating experiences, mental, physical,
emotional, subtle, coarse or anything else.

On this Middle Way, we are encouraged to cultivate mind-
fulness so that we don’t misperceive things. When pleasure
comes along there is ‘knowingness’ — ‘this is pleasure.” We
don’t get lost in that pleasure. When there’s pain and misery,
or disappointment and a sense of failure, or we are visited
by fear or anxiety, we feel it but we don’t identify with it.
In the short term we may wish to ‘escape’ from the reality of
that pain — feeling perhaps that we cannot bear it, that we
don't like it, we don’t want it, we don’t deserve it — yet the
Buddha teaches us to experience the reality of that pain out
of compassion for our long-term well-being. We are not
diminished by the experience of that pain.
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Alienation

Sometimes people mistake the teaching on mindfulness,
confusing it with a psychological state of being out of touch
or being split off from experience. A reason for making this
mistake could be that there was a lack of predictability in
early-life experience. Given the mobility of families these days
and the various other forms of instability, children often fail
to learn a healthy, trusting way of relating to their peers. If
this disposition remains unaddressed such children grow into
adults whose underlying response to life is one of mistrust.
Such individuals don’t know how to fully surrender them-
selves into experiences of any kind. It’s as if they’re standing
back and looking at themselves living life. ‘This is me doing
this, this is me doing that.” Spontaneous self-surrender is not
a possibility; there’s always that standing back and watching
oneself.

This is not an uncommon perspective to have. Many peo-
ple grow up with such a sense of limitation, desperately want-
ing to be able to engage fully with life but having a paralysing
self-consciousness. Hence many Westerners approach the
Buddha’s teachings from the perspective of feeling once-
removed from life. And unfortunately they read the teach-
ings of mindfulness as endorsing this alienation. They try to
turn this dysfunctional aspect of their mind’s watching itself
into a spiritual practice. But certainly this is not what is
being advocated. Right mindfulness does not mean that we
split off from our experience; it means that we experience it
more fully and accurately — without any obstruction. Feel-
ings of pleasure we really feel as pleasure. When we eat a
good meal, we know that there is pleasure. If we experience
pleasure and we are in a state of ‘not-knowing’ that we are
experiencing pleasure, we can be storing up problems for
ourselves. The next time we experience something that is
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not pleasant the ‘not-knowing’ state is there again and this is
where our suffering expresses itself. If we have the presence
of mind to receive experience as it is, undiluted, uninterrupt-
ed, then everything can teach us. If we always stand back and
relate from our ‘safe’ perspective of ‘watching’ everything we
are going to find it difficult to learn.

Pleasure and Pain in Perspective

We might think, ‘I am willing to be mindful of pain, but I
don’t want to have to spoil the experience of pleasure by
being mindful of it.” This is a common misunderstanding
of practice. If we hear what the Buddha is saying clearly then
we understand that when there is pleasure we just ‘know’
and don’t allow ourselves to indulge in it. Similarly when the
situation has changed and there is disappointment, we don’t
get overwhelmed by that either. In the practice of Right-
Mindfulness we learn to not get thrown by the extremes of
pleasure or suffering.

This kind of ‘knowingness’ means that we are able to
appreciate things in new ways. We are learning to see and
hear more deeply. We know for example the impermanence
of sensations, of perceptions, of feelings. Somebody turns up
whom you haven't seen for a long time and it is such a
pleasure to see them. We feel it in the heart, in the body,
feel a real joy and delight at seeing an old friend — we ex-
perience the warmth and friendship of good company. Now,
if there’s right knowingness and developed attention, then
there’s also a not-getting-lost in the experience. There is a
silent inner knowing that eventually this person that we’re so
pleased to see will leave. We appreciate the reality that the
pleasure of this meeting is an impermanent condition.

It’s difficult to talk about this subject without it seeming
that mindfulness somehow detracts from the experience. As
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if, when we meet that dear friend again, being mindful of the
transitory nature of experience means that somehow we
can’t fully enjoy the meeting.

Often, when teaching about mindfulness, the Buddha
would use another word, sampajafifia in Pali, in conjunction
with sati. Sampajafifia means ‘clear comprehension’. Each
of our experiences — pleasant or unpleasant — we understand
with wisdom, knowing, ‘This experience will not last for
ever.’ It is important to get a feeling for the subtleties of the
quality of mind being encouraged. Mindfulness is a quiet
knowing, a quiet presence, and clear comprehension is the
aspect that sees things in perspective. The gentleness and
balance of mind fostered in this practice actually enhances
the beauty of pleasant experience. And in the face of that
which is unpleasant, it equips us with the right kind of
strength to endure.

Free to See Clearly

An image that’s often given to help us develop the right
understanding of practice is that of a vast empty room with
an open window, through which a shaft of light is passing.
In the shaft of light we can see specks of dust which, al-
though floating everywhere in the empty space, are high-
lighted in the light. The shaft of light is the light of attention.
The vast empty space is the nature of the mind. The specks
of dust are the sensory experiences of sights, sounds, smells,
tastes, touches and mental impressions. The dust floats
through empty space and if there’s right awareness, right
mindfulness, we see it in perspective. Even if it’s gold dust we
can't afford to get it into our eyes, or we’ll become blinded
by it. If it’s foul objectionable dust we don’t get lost in our
reactions to that either. We know the dust for what it really
is. This is part of the function of mindfulness and clear comp-
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rehension: to know things the way they really are, to see the
relativity of things — to see things in perspective.

After hearing this advice, we may ask what use this
teaching is with respect to the bigger issues of the world. No
doubt it is very subtle and good, but how does it all relate to
the fact that such and such a country might be building up
for another war with yet another foreign country? What
good does it do to know that sensory experiences are specks
of dust floating through the empty space of the mind? Well,
this practice can have a very positive effect on these wider
issues. Thinking about a build-up for a war can produce
strong emotional responses. Not only might we feel inner
anxiety, fear or indignation, but we might also have all sorts
of thoughts directed outwards about the various leaders of
the countries involved. I'm sure we all know how enraging
the subject of politics can be. If we get caught up in such
thoughts and feel righteous, we find ourselves convinced by
them. ‘We shouldn’t go to war!” we think; ‘War is bad, and
generosity, kindness and peace is good.” If we don’t have
these feelings with mindfulness and right understanding
then we lose perspective. If we get caught up in them, we
become them, and then our emotional reactions tend to be
excessive. Our thoughts, words and outward behaviour are
determined by our stance, and our lack of mindfulness leads
to wrong action and wrong speech. It goes like this: wrong
view, wrong thought, wrong speech, wrong action. I mean
‘wrong’ here not in the moral sense but from the perspective
of reality. When things are like this, our passionate nature
functions in service to fixed and limited views, not in service
to sensitivity and understanding.

If there is a cultivation of rightly informed mindfulness,
we may continue to feel indignant without any harm being
caused to ourselves or others. We can feel what we feel about

37



Unexpected Freedom

the very real risk that there may be a war in the near future.
We can think whatever thoughts come into our head about
this or that leader. We can think what we think and feel what
we feel, but we know these thoughts and feelings as thoughts
and feelings — we don't lose ourselves in reactions. We stay
in a position of optimum responsibility. We are not trying to
stop feeling things or thinking things.

We might find in reflecting on the possibility of war that
we think, ‘So and so is a rogue and a monster. We should just
nuke the guy, get rid of him, get him off the planet. And we
should execute all those terrorists.” Then we catch a glimpse
of ourselves and react with, ‘Oh my goodness, how could I be
having such thoughts?’ We then start feeling guilty and think,
‘Ishouldn’t be having thoughts about wanting to harm other
people.” If there is right mindfulness then even if we start
having biased, one-sided thoughts or the guilty thoughts
that come afterwards, we can let them be, without inter-
fering with them. By experiencing them in such a manner we
can come to understand their nature and what lies behind
them. It is certainly not okay to act on them and promote
war or hatred, but when those thoughts arise we don’t have
to be upset by them. We don’t have to blindly react and try
to block them off. In fact we can learn from them. If they are
received with mature awareness they teach us how to em-
pathise with those we might otherwise call our enemy.

One of the greatest teachings that I ever heard is that
there is only one thing that we need to be afraid of and that is
the length of time it takes for us to be mindful. Iencountered
this teaching in my first year as a monk during a period of
particularly intense struggle. Instantly it made tremendously
good sense to me; I believed it, I trusted it. And Istill do.

It doesn’t matter what passes through that empty space;
the nature of those specks of dust is that they are all specks
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of dust. Right understanding, right speech and right action
will come, so long as we remember to become rightly aware
of our experience.

Balancing the Faculties

It is good to practise morality and to develop concentration.
It is of benefit to study wise teachings and to develop energy
for practice. All these spiritual activities are very important,
but the Buddha made it clear that mindfulness was sup-
remely important. Without it we lose balance, even with the
virtue that we cultivate. If we are heedless we can start to
smell badly of becoming very good. If there’s mindfulness
then there can be a recognition of where we’re going out of
balance. For instance, if we are cultivating generosity, mor-
ality or kindness — or any of the other forces of goodness —and
we have mindfulness, then there is alertness and recognition
when conceit starts creeping in, when the perception arises
that ‘Tm generous’ or ‘I'm better than them’. With mind-
fulness well developed we can see such taints developing.
Without mindfulness we might cultivate the virtues but lose
perspective, get lost and spoil the results of practice.

With right mindfulness one recognises the relativity of
experience. We don’t have to take sides with our exper-
iences; we don’t have to take sides for or against pleasure or
pain. Because we are experiencing misery and a sense of
failure it doesn’t mean to say that we are a failure. We don't
have to become a failure because we are experiencing the
perception of failure. We may fear humiliating ourselves in
public, but without mindfulness we can really get caught up
in that fear. With mindfulness we can feel the feeling of fear
of humiliation; or even feel really worthless and disrespect-
ed and allow it to be — allow it to highlight the next step we
need to take towards freedom or balance.
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Learning from Criticism

I received a letter today from a young monk I know who is
currently living out in Asia. He wrote that his whole practice
these days is just to feel what it feels like to be totally disres-
pected. He’s living in a situation where he’s misunderstood,
where people are not supportive of him, and yet he’s com-
mitted to staying there for the three months of the vassa. He
can't get out! He’s not starving or going without, but it is
humiliating him. In his letter he writes with equanimity and
clarity, “My practice is just learning what it feels like to feel
disrespected.” This is not a situation that one would set up
for anybody, but learning how to feel what it feels like to be
disrespected will be invaluable. If he becomes a respected
monk and teacher, he will undoubtedly receive a lot of praise,
with people telling him how wonderful he is; but there will
be well-informed mindfulness of what it feels like to be
respected. He won'’t get so lost in being respected.

So it is with praise and blame. When people blame and
criticise us, we can ask ourselves what it feels like to be
mindful of blame and criticism. If someone praises us, tell-
ing us how wonderful we are, we may lose our sense of pro-
portion. They butter us up, we buy into it and then they
can manipulate us, and we feel conned and used. We don’t
like ourselves and we also resent them. But why did we get
caught up in the first place? Through a lack of mindfulness,
a lack of perspective. So the next time we are blamed and
criticised, if we can be mindful and feel the feeling of criti-
cism, even feel what it feels like to fail, then the next time we
are succeeding or being praised we’ll be able to maintain
mindfulness in that too.

Sometimes there is clarity and confidence and at other
times there’s chaos and confusion. If we give priority to the
cultivation of mindfulness, not to what’s passing through
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the mind, not to the specks of dust, then, when we're
experiencing clarity, there’s a sense of presence there too. If
we are feeling confident and together, thinking, ‘T've really got
it sorted’ then we can be aware that that’s what it feels like
right now. We are riding a wave but we remember the ocean.
We don’t become the wave. There can be clarity and order in
our lives, but we are aware that it’s not a sure thing, because
everything is constantly changing. The encouragement we
have from the Buddha in support of mindfulness is to reflect
on the reality that everything is changing. So when clarity
and confidence changes, for whatever reason, and instead
there is chaos and confusion, disorder and lack of confi-
dence, we don't get lost in it. We realise then that that was the
point of our effort.

Inhibiting Unmindful Tendencies

Often when we are making an effort to be restrained in our
attention, not to just heedlessly follow things, we can’t real-
ly see the point of doing it. It’s only later on that we realise
the benefit.

A young monk once went down to Bangkok to renew his
visa and while he was there he was asked to speak at one
of the biggest universities in Thailand. To his surprise he
handled the talk and the question-and-answer session with
confidence and ability. On returning to the forest monastery
he asked Ajahn Chah, “How can it be that most of the time
when [ am here my practice seems like rubbish? I feel like I
am wasting my time. Then, in a situation like that, I can
come up with the goods?” Luang Por Chah answered saying,
“Our practice is like being a gong. Most of the time you are
just here, doing what you do, being mindful of the simple
things like sweeping leaves, pulling water from the well,
walking up and down on your meditation track, feeling like
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nothing is happening. You are simply doing what you need
to do to stay mindful of the present moment. Then someone
comes along and strikes this gong and the sound is beautiful.
However, we are not supposed to be sitting there worrying
about what our sound may be like.”

When, in formal meditation we're focusing attention on
the sensation of the breath, so many interesting things come
along for us to think about. ‘I could be developing this, I could
be building that. I could rewrite that program like this,” or ‘I
could arrange for that deal. While we're sitting in medit-
ation, some of these creative ideas can seem so inspiring and
attractive. We are encouraged to learn how to say no to
them, to learn to inhibit our tendencies to follow them. Only
when we can choose not to follow our tendencies, can we
know we are not compelled and driven by them. Meanwhile,
we inhibit the tendencies and come back to the meditation
object of the breath, the simple, clear, neutral sensation of
the body breathing.

We want to think about things and follow our attractive,
profound thoughts so that we can develop them. Can we say
‘no’ to this tendency? There is often a fear that manifests that
if we say ‘no’ to this profound thought or this beautifully,
exquisite creative fantasy that is just emerging, then it will die
and we will lose our wonderful idea forever. We'll lose our
intelligence and the consequences of that could mean losing
our self-esteem and dignity. We'll lose our potential, we’ll
lose our superior ability to think profound thoughts. This is
traditionally understood as Mara coming in, threatening us,
and saying, ‘Whatever you do, don’t practise restraint.’

We shouldn’t ignore Mara. The Buddha didn't ignore
Mara; he just said, ‘“This is Mara.” In our case we can call such
thoughts Mara, or we can say, ‘There is a fear that I will lose
my creativity if [ inhibit this tendency to follow this fantasy,
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but [ don’t really know.” We don’t blindly or forcefully return
to focusing on our meditation object. We carefully restrain
our mind, attending to it with patience and return to the
meditation object. We learn to say ‘no’ to distracting
impulses so that we're in the centre of our lives. This practice
means that we can choose to offer attention to the heart; we
can give ourselves into something without the mind being
compulsively distracted this way and that.

Later we may discover that suddenly, without our ex-
pecting it, there is a complex problem that arises in every-
day life — a challenging conversation or a difficult decision
that needs to be made — but we're really right there. There is
a strength of mind there that has come directly and propor-
tionately from our good practice. We may not have seen that
strength building up in the moment of restraining our atten-
tion from following its habitual tendencies, but all that effort
we have made to restrain the mind — over and over again
coming back to the meditation object — has generated real
strength of presence, strength of mindfulness, sati. When we
need that strength, it spontaneously and selflessly manifests.

In this way, we become inspired and encouraged to keep
on cultivating mindfulness in this discipline of attention. I
use the word discipline not in some brutal regimental way
but in a sense of giving direction to something that’s
dynamic and alive. So long as our minds are still swayed by
deluded preferences, if we give no direction to our attention
then it will just go anywhere and everywhere.

Mindfulness and Confidence

With feeling, with skill and with sensitivity, we learn to apply
the discipline of attention, and so we discover for ourselves
a naturally increasing strength of mindfulness. Experiencing
this brings with it an increase of faith and confidence. Even
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when there are very difficult and challenging situations,
whether global, individual, inner, or outer, there is a feeling
of strength there with which we can meet those situations.
When we have developed mindfulness we won't turn away
from them. We won’t necessarily like them of course, but
our conditioned likes and dislikes will no longer determine
how we respond.

If we discover this power of mindfulness, we won't feel
so threatened. It’s like having a back problem; your back is
giving out all the time, and there are lots of things that you
can’t do because of this weakness in your back. You find
yourself a good physiotherapist who teaches you some ex-
ercises that give you just the right sort of strength in the right
place, and you find that you've got your confidence back
again. You can do things that you weren’t able to do before.
As you experience physical strength, so you feel confidence.
So it is with spiritual strength. Through the cultivation of the
spiritual faculty of sati or mindfulness, confidence and trust
in life grows.
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Just as a sweet-smelling and beautiful lotus
can grow from a pile of discarded waste,
the radiance of a true disciple of the Buddha
outshines dark shadows cast by ignorance.

Dhammapada, verses 58 — 9

omebody has asked the question, ‘What is emotion?’ |
Scan’t say I know how to answer that question directly.
I'm not even sure it would be very useful to try and say what
emotion is. It’s like asking, ‘What is gravity?’ If we were to
look in a physics textbook, we would find detailed mathe-
matical descriptions of how gravity works, but they still don’t
explain what the force of gravity actually is. It can be des-
cribed in terms of its effects, and accurate predictions can
be made about how it affects matter. Similarly, it might not
be difficult to come up with psychological or neurophysio-
logical descriptions of emotional activity, but [ suggest that
they probably wouldn't be all that helpful.

However, I'm pleased the question has been asked, since
I'm sure most of us have found out that we can’t really apply
ourselves to the practice of awareness without encountering
strong emotions. We quite rightly feel a need to understand
this dimension of ourselves.

A useful way to approach the understanding of emotions
is by considering not what they are but rather how we can
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discover an unobstructed relationship with them. By that I
mean how we can get to know ourselves intimately; how we
can learn by way of first-hand investigation to see where and
how it is we find ourselves blocked or obstructed in our
ability to receive emotion, our own or those of others. So I
would recommend instead of asking ‘what’ that we ask ‘how".
How does it feel, to feel what we feel? How freely can we feel
what we feel, when, for instance, we feel regret or disappoint-
ment? Do we escape up into our head and start analyzing
ourselves, asking what is this regret, this disappointment, try-
ing to create an explanation?

Related to this, a doctor friend who rings me from Am-
erica from time to time was sharing his understanding of
what he thinks is going on when Buddhists talk about trans-
migrating through the various realms of existence. According
to him, this talk is about creating a mythology as a way of
processing information that has been stored up in the
brain. He gave a very sophisticated description that I confess
I couldn’t really understand. But more important than my
limited ability to grasp his abstraction was that I didn’t get
any sense that this interpretation took him to a place of res-
olution. And surely that is the point of our practice — to take
us to an experience of completeness.

It is quite valid to interpret the traditional Buddhist
depictions of the Six Realms of Existence in terms of inner
realities that we experience here and now, not only as refer-
ring to possible past and future lives. Yet we still have the
task of finding out for ourselves how to remain conscious
and calm as we ascend to the heavens or descend into hell
realms. It is very easy to become attached to intellectualisa-
tions as a way of avoiding a more direct apprehension of
ourselves. If we have a tendency to do this, we could be
failing to make use of the valuable opportunity to face our
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strong emotions and passions in their raw reality. Unless we
get to the root cause of our painful and unpleasant feelings,
we will become lost time and again in pleasure or in pain,
falling for their convincing appearance of permanence. Ultim-
ately we need access to much better-rooted resources than
abstract descriptions.

One of the things that inhibit our turning directly to
face ourselves in the midst of emotional flare-ups is the fear
that to do so will increase the suffering. We might think that
if we stop resisting the threatening energy, it will take us
over and be the cause of all kinds of humiliation. Contrary,
however, to what we might have feared, if we stop this re-
sisting and investigate how able we are to receive the emo-
tion just as it presents itself, we will find an increased sense
of confidence and self-respect, as we contact and develop
our capacity for staying present with whatever arises. Little
by little, this will take us into a relationship that feels much
more appropriate, more humane. From the perspective of
a willingness to fully allow this dimension of ourselves,
we will see directly that stuffing emotions out of sight is an
unkind, even an abusive thing to do. No wonder we didn’t
feel like our own best friend!

Sadly, it is often the case that we haven’t had adequate
examples of people who knew how to be accommodating of
their own emotional household. The guardians and mentors
who were responsible for our education and upbringing
were often themselves suffering from the consequences of
their own unawareness, and this inevitably rubbed off onto
us. We learned the patterns of behaviour of the people that
we lived with and picked up their habit of forcing that which
we don't like or are afraid of into the basement, hoping it
will disappear.

But as the years went by we may have started to feel
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like there was something missing. A big empty feeling in our
stomach or in our heart makes us feel that there is some-
thing lacking. The existence of this feeling in society at large
is a significant factor as the driving force behind our con-
sumer culture. It runs on this perception of something lack-
ing. But no matter how much we try to assuage this feeling
with ‘retail therapy’, our sense of personal integrity does not
increase. We can feel like we are living someone else’s life
and in constant fear of being found out.

Whenever I have read the colour supplement of the week-
end newspaper — sometimes people leave us newspapers at
the monastery — there are always these eye-catching pictures
of food. I find myself wondering if people really eat like
the pictures encourage them to. I mean you couldn’t live on
those little weenie portions in the middle of that stylish
plate. It looks more like a piece of graphic art than a meal,
which often, of course, is what it is. It’s a designer exercise
whose purpose is distraction. The same principle holds for
various sporting activities. I recently stayed with a friend of
the community in Leeds and watched a television prog-
ramme on extreme sports. ‘Extreme’is a good description for
much of the activity we engage in. But what is it that is
driving such activity?

Instead of attempting to cover up the empty feeling
with food or perfume or extreme sports, the practice of
Dhamma encourages us to trust that, if we discipline atten-
tion carefully and skilfully, we can turn around and receive
that feeling without reacting or shying away from it. How
does it actually feel to feel, ‘I want something and I feel this
sense of lack, this sense that 'm not all here’? If we really
listen to this, what we can find, instead of an increase in our
suffering as our perceived enemy takes us over, is a genuine,
naturally arising, warm sense of joy.
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When I allow this feeling of lack — often in the belly — to
be received, I feel more honest and more genuinely alive.
Related aspects of the experience start arising — memories and
sensations — and if I track them, if I follow them and listen to
them, not getting lost in them, not getting into arguments
with them but simply receiving them with kindness and
patience, I start to feel that there is all this unlived life,
emotions that I didn’t want to live through, didn't like, didn’t
agree with and therefore stuffed them in the basement. We
feel like we're lacking, because we are lacking. There’s all
this unacknowledged life of ours that has been driven into
unawareness, that’s unreceived, unlived through and it’s get-
ting very antsy.

Sooner or later in practice we come to a stage where we
can no longer ignore the fact that we feel that something is
not right; a stage when affirmations and the various other
devices don’t work any more. We always have the option of
giving up, of course, and indulging our beliefs in the poss-
ibility of fulfilment offered by sense gratification. However,
we also have the possibility of continuing on our path of
practice: that of listening deeply and receiving our emotions
with increased willingness.

We might hear all these growling noises coming from
down below and think, ‘Oh my goodness, what’s going to
happen if I lift the lid off that?’ There can be a very real fear
that arises when we find ourselves starting to encounter our
unlived life. Habitually there might be thoughts of wanting
to reach for the bottle, roll some weed or put on some good
music — of doing anything but feeling this terrible feeling
that we’re going to be taken over by something unknown and
terrifying.

But what is there that would take us over anyway? This is
England, for goodness sake! This is not some unfortunate
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country full of tyrants oppressing us; this is England, sweet
England. Thankfully for us there isn’t anything ‘out there’
that will harm us. The only thing that could possibly take us
over is our own wild nature. And since that is our energy,
surely there is nothing to be afraid of. Of course it can,
and at times does, feel like there is something to fear, but
let us remember that, just because we feel afraid, it does
not mean anything terrible is about to happen. How many
times have we been fooled by the way these beguiling emo-
tions appear?

Rather than asking what emotions are, let us try asking,
‘How freely can I receive myself in this domain of exper-
ience?’, and then let them teach us about life, about reality.
If in asking that question we come upon a feeling of ob-
struction, let’s get interested in that. ‘How and where do I
feel obstructed? Is it in the belly? Is it in the throat? Is there
a sense that I am not allowed to feel these things? Is that
what causes the feeling of being blocked or not allowed to
know myself?’

If you were brought up in a rigid and repressive man-
ner perhaps you were taught that it wasn’t okay to feel
certain feelings — guilt for instance. Or if you did feel guilty
you were told you had to go through the formula of ask-
ing for forgiveness to get rid of that feeling. If you continued
to feel guilty that meant you were not, and could not be,
part of ‘the club’ - you were out, you were going down. In my
early life I found that no matter how hard I tried I couldn’t
stop feeling guilty. I certainly didn’t want to stop doing the
fun things that were making me feel guilty, so what was left
to 