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				This book is dedicated to

				Luang Por Chah,

				who first opened my eyes

				to the Buddha’s Path of Awakening;

				to Luang Por Anan

				who kept them open;

				to all the Dhamma teachers

				I have had the good fortune to meet and learn from;

				and to all the lay supporters

				who have helped me over the years.

			

		

	
		
			[image: Monks walking down the corridor back facing the camera]
		

	
		
			
				“

				And what, Bhikkhus,

				is that middle way

				Awakened to by the Tathāgata,

				which gives rise to vision …

				which leads to Nibbāna?

				It is this Noble Eightfold Path; that is

				 right view, right intention, right speech,

				right action, right livelihood, right effort,

				right mindfulness, right concentration.

				This, Bhikkhus,

				is that middle way

				Awakened to by the Tathāgata,

				which gives rise to vision,

				which gives rise to knowledge,

				which leads to peace, to direct knowledge,

				to enlightenment,

				to Nibbāna.

				Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta 

				(Saṃyutta Nikāya 56.11)
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				Introduction

				On the occasion of my 60th birthday, I received some requests from the monastic Sangha and the lay supporters of Buddha Bodhivana Monastery who wished to know more about my life and practice as a monk. In response, it seems like a good idea to commit some of my various recollections to paper before they become lost through the passage of time. This book includes some of my personal recollections and insights from my life in the robes, rather than providing lengthy explanations of the Buddha’s teachings. The language used is simple and without too much reference to many of the Pali technical terms that we use daily as we talk about the Buddha’s teachings. 

				If the words contained in these pages can be of any use to the reader to provide inspiration or insight and assist them with their own cultivation of the Dhamma, then please take them as an offering given in support of fellow students of the Buddha.
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				Ajahn Kalyano at the age of three.
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				Yaṁ kiñci samudayadhammaṁ sabbaṁ taṁ

				nirodhadhamman ti

				Whatever is subject to origination

				is all subject to cessation.

				Dhammacakkappavattana Sutta 

				(Saṃyutta Nikāya 56.11)
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				Where Does That Peaceful Feeling Come From?

				Birth And Early Childhood

				I was born to my parents, Brian and Jill Jones, at 9.00pm on Monday 1 October 1962 in their home in Dulwich, South London, United Kingdom. My parents were both teachers from a town called Oswestry, on the English side of the border with North Wales. My mother remembered that in August, she almost gave birth prematurely when the family was staying in a small cottage in North Wales. She experienced strong premature labour pains and recalled that I wanted to come out early and be born in the mountains. The local doctor said that if my mother had given birth then, I would be skinny and weak. He recommended that she hurry back to London. 

				It turned out that when I was born I was larger and heavier than my siblings. I had an elder brother, Justin, and an older sister Naomi. I was the youngest. Even though I was brought up in Dulwich, I spent almost every school holiday in a small cottage in the valley of Llansillin, North Wales, where my grandparents and other paternal relatives were from. Many of my mother's relatives originally came from Edinburgh, Scotland. 
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				Inner Peace

				I remember that from the age of four, there were occasions when my mind quite naturally turned inwards, and became unusually peaceful. I experienced strong and pleasant feelings of rapture and happiness. For example, when I was sitting on the floor playing with my toys or reading in the corner of a room, while my mother or father went about their business, I found myself gradually absorbing into a state of calm and serenity, experiencing a profound feeling of well-being. Even though I might be physically close to my parents or siblings, I felt as if I was totally alone. I experienced intense rapture with tingling sensations going up and down my body, goose bumps on my skin and my hair stood on end. At those moments my body felt light and weightless and occasionally it felt like my body disappeared altogether; and all that was left was my mind just knowing things internally. 

				These experiences arose quite naturally without me seeking them out. They happened when I became engrossed in whatever activity I was involved with. I felt light and happy for a few hours and sometimes for the rest of the day. Entering such a state of rapture happened from time to time, throughout my childhood and I remembered the experiences clearly. I asked myself where these peaceful feelings came from because I did not know the cause. All I knew for sure was that I experienced a feeling of well-being and happiness. It seemed to be an exceptionally strong happiness coming from within my mind that was independent of other people or material things.

				I also remember that after the age of seven, I occasionally had lucid dreams, such as premonitions warning me about some obstacle that I had to face or about an upcoming event. The first clear dream I remember was during my first year of primary 
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				school, when I dreamt that my teacher, a young woman, picked me up off the ground in a warm embrace but at that moment her skin began to peel off and blood and other repulsive liquids began oozing out all over her body. As her body began to disintegrate, I heard someone singing the words of a song I was familiar with that warned children to run away from danger. I knew that my teacher was kind and friendly, so the association of her with danger, in the dream, left a strong impression. Much later, I considered that the danger was in my attachment and identification with the physical body which is unattractive and subject to disintegration, not the person herself.

				In my early childhood, I spent a lot of time in local woods and parks. I was always attracted to the peace and quiet of outdoor spaces. I liked to go for walks or bicycle rides with friends or even alone, when no friend was available. I quite often spent time on my own playing under the trees and normally I did not feel afraid like some other children. One time, when I was about 12, I attempted to make a small tree hut out of branches and leaves. The idea arose spontaneously and I wanted to know what it was like living in the forest.

				Parents Are Like Brahma Gods

				As a child, I was blessed to have loving parents and a stable family environment. Both my parents were kind and generous people. They shared their time and skills and made continuous sacrifices for their family, friends, students and to the wider society. As teachers, they gave up a lot of personal time to help students with schoolwork and had a genuine concern for their well-being. They offered emotional support and practical help and even organised weekend parties, which was very unusual in those days. 
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				Ajahn Kalyano (in his father's arms) with his mother and siblings.
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				Buddhist teachings liken parents to Brahma gods who provide their children with the first taste of unconditional love. Watching my parents sacrifice for their family, students and wider society, I grew up gaining many inspiring lessons that stuck in my mind for years. I learnt from them that helping other people is a valuable part of life. It enriches the quality of life of both the giver and receiver. It generates happiness.

				I was born in my parents' house, not in a hospital, and the family home was attached to a large school boarding house with about 50 student residents. I grew up watching both my parents care for the education, health and well-being of the students under their responsibility. I had the added advantage of having lots of friends amongst the students and access to a huge building to play in, during holidays. I saw my parents act as the temporary parents for each student. I saw them continuously giving time and energy to people outside of their family. 

				My parents were also generous with their friends of all ages. I regularly accompanied them to visit friends with disabilities and those who were getting older. I remember my first reactions to visiting family friends who were in hospital. I did not find hospitals as pleasant or welcoming places as they are today, but I gritted my teeth and followed my parents when they made visits. I learnt the importance of cultivating friendship and compassion in daily life from my parents; and it showed me that not only can you enjoy life as an individual or family, but you can also enjoy life taking the time to help others. I was brought up in an environment where I often witnessed many natural and spontaneous acts of sacrifice, kindness and compassion from my parents to others. Because they were teachers, I saw them giving advice, information and teachings to their students on different levels and began to realise that compassion in action 
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				can include telling somebody something that is important to their well-being, that they do not necessarily wish to hear. I slowly observed how the practice of generosity and service to the community needs to be guided by intelligence, but when done skillfully brings positive results. 

				First Meeting With Luang Por Chah 

				At about 16, I was seeking answers to questions on the nature of true happiness and considering how to live a good life as a human being. I wanted to know what are the causes for peace of mind and lasting happiness. I read a little about most of the well-known world religions, but when I discovered the words of the Buddha, I was immediately impressed with the profound wisdom and clarity of his teachings. I found that the Buddha’s words could answer every question I had. His explanations and practical instructions on how to live a skilful life, and how to use and develop meditation to train the mind always inspired confidence in me. The Buddha’s teachings pointed out what obstacles to expect in the practice and gave skilful means to overcome them. They also explained what kind of benefits arise from the practice. The more I read, the more confidence I gained.

				The clear wisdom of the Buddha had won me over by the age of sixteen, but I still had doubts because I assumed that as an ancient teaching, people might no longer be seriously following or putting the Buddha's instructions into practice in the world. I thought that the teachings were respected only in academic circles. And that the actual practice of Buddhism and the cultivation of the Noble Eightfold Path for the realisation of the end of suffering was already extinct from the modern world - in the same way as some species of plants or animals have disappeared. Observing different aspects of my own lifestyle and the society and culture that surrounded 
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				me, I just assumed that no one put these teachings into serious practice anymore. At first, I was disheartened because I thought I did not have the knowledge and understanding to practise these teachings by myself; and I did not know where I could go to find a proper teacher.

				By chance in 1978, I saw the BBC documentary “The Mindful Way” when I was on sick leave from school. For some reason on that day, I had the urge to turn on the television and it was my good fortune that I was able to see Luang Por Chah and his monks living, practising and teaching in the jungle of Thailand. I heard his teachings translated into English and felt inspired and uplifted, observing and hearing about the life and practice of the monks. Some of my doubts about the Buddhist path and how it should be cultivated in the modern world were removed immediately. Nothing else that I had encountered so far in my life had the same uplifting effect on me as seeing Luang Por Chah and the monks in the forest. 

				Like the sun coming up in the morning to dispel the darkness of night, it dawned on me that Buddhism was still alive and being practised in the world, even though it was not immediately apparent to me where this could be done in the UK. It was clear to me that in parts of Asia there were still people with strong faith in the teachings. They were prepared to renounce their normal life of working and raising a family, to become monks and nuns; and to practise in a way that was true to the Buddha’s original intention. The Thai Forest Tradition provided a clear and direct link back to the way people cultivated the Dhamma in the time of the Buddha, emphasising the cultivation of ethical conduct, meditation and liberating wisdom to free one from suffering. For me it was reassuring to see with my own eyes that Buddhist monks still lived and practised in the world and passed the teachings on to lay Buddhists too. It seemed that those lay 
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				people who had strong faith and took refuge sincerely in the Sangha, made their growth in Dhamma their highest priority in life and over material development. 

				Where Is The Wisdom?

				The combination of reading Buddhist books, hearing Luang Por Chah talk about letting go, and experiencing my own disappointment with the normal goals, cultural views and ideals gave me the feeling that I was living in the wrong place. My world view and the ideas about life that I grew up with led me to see that the purpose of life is to go to school, get a high school education so that you can go on to further education; and eventually find a job or build a career, earn money, have relationships and maybe raise a family. The normal view of life I encountered everywhere seemed to be based on attaining, achieving and trying to be ‘somebody’ but without the realisation of how easily it contributed to mental states of greed and clinging followed by the despair of separation and ultimately death. I could not see myself finding peace or happiness pursuing that way of life. It felt to me that without any deeper understanding, my life was meaningless or as if living in a spiritual desert. Encountering the Buddha’s teachings offered a glimmer of hope, like a slight crack of light appearing in a place of complete darkness.

				When I was very young, I attended a Christian church with my family, but as I grew older, everyone in my family stopped attending the church quite naturally. It was partly because we moved house further away from the church and partly because we all found other things to do. Really, it was a sign that nobody in the family was interested. This was one reason that led me to explore the teachings of other religions. Buddhist teachings became the most satisfying and reliable explanation of reality; and how to go beyond the sufferings of life that I was beginning to notice.
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				The Rewards of Virtue

				[Ānanda:]

				"Bhante, what is the purpose and

				benefit of wholesome virtuous behaviour?"

				[The Buddha:]

				"Ānanda, the purpose and benefit of

				wholesome virtuous behaviour is non-regret."

				"The purpose and benefit of non-regret is joy."

				"The purpose and benefit of joy is rapture."

				"The purpose and benefit of rapture is tranquility."

				"The purpose and benefit of tranquility is pleasure."

				"The purpose and benefit of pleasure is concentration."

				"The purpose and benefit of concentration is

				the knowledge and vision of things as they really are."

				"The purpose and benefit of

				the knowledge and vision of things as they really are

				is disenchantment and dispassion."

				"The purpose and benefit of disenchantment and dispassion is

				the knowledge and vision of liberation."

				Aṅguttara Nikāya 10.1
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				Understanding Wrong From Right

				Early Lessons

				In my teenage years, I began asking myself questions about ethics. I tried to understand what actions are right and wrong, who decides what is good and bad in life, and what is the nature of true happiness. Both at school and outside, I encountered students who bullied others, told lies, stole or got addicted to drugs and this led me to ask myself about the correct way to live as a human being and consider that our actions do have consequences. I was bullied a couple of times and I could see that there were different ways to respond. I could be patient and try to shrug it off, or I could be firm and risk a physical altercation with the perpetrator. I noticed that occasionally I lost my temper when someone treated me or my friends unfairly and it made me want to redress the situation. I never initiated violence against another student, but if I was bullied and words failed, I was willing to defend myself. In fact, on the very first day I attended school, I was sent home because an older child bullied me. He wanted to show me my place as a newcomer to the school. He pushed me out of the way as I was drinking from the communal water fountain. I became angry and spat the water in my mouth back at the older boy. The teacher was familiar with the older boy and preferred to listen to his explanation of events rather than mine. I was sent home as a punishment.
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				Most of my early school life was actually very peaceful and pleasant. I focused on my studies but living in inner London meant that I was exposed to the aggression of other children regularly. Occasionally, another boy might hit or attack me. Sometimes I defended myself by hitting them back. As I grew older though, I thought about these incidents and decided I did not like responding to violence with violence. As I grew bigger physically, I was aware that I could use my body to hurt another child. I did not like that idea. I preferred to use my energy to do good or useful things. I gradually changed my view as I grew older. Increasingly, I preferred to talk my way out of any problem or dispute with other children; and if that failed, I preferred to just walk away. I formed a clear aspiration that I would not want to use violence, even in self-defence. However, living in the inner city meant that this resolve was tested often, as simply walking along the road could expose me to threats from other children. I understood that if I reacted with violence each time that someone else attacked or bullied me, it would become an ingrained habitual reaction. I did not like losing self-control so often or so easily. Over time, I learnt that a non-violent response would usually work when I was threatened by other children and I naturally inclined that way.

				The occasional incidents of violence or intimidation I was exposed to, were brief. But, they made me think about the role of aggression and violence in life; and consider what is the best way to treat other human beings. I preferred to solve disputes through friendly negotiation rather than force. By the time I was 12, I made a clear decision that however much violence or provocation I encountered, I would never respond with violence under any circumstances. 
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				An End To All Aggression

				The last time I used aggression against another person was when I was subjected to an unprovoked attack, twice in the same day, by a gang of four boys who were strangers to me. The first time they attacked me out of the blue, and I consciously tolerated them. I had no wish to engage in violence. Later the same day, for no reason they attacked me a second time. I felt such a strong sense of injustice that I grabbed the ringleader, and disarmed him. The whole gang ran away and left me alone. Later I found out that the gang leader had gone to hospital with a slightly injured back; and I felt unhappy with myself for being the cause of that. His mother tried to deceive the school principal by claiming that I was a bully. There were no witnesses on my side to back up my story. Fortunately, the school principal must have believed my description of events and ended his investigation. I remembered pondering the incident and observed for the first time, how a mother’s love can lead her to lie on her child’s behalf, even at the expense of the well-being of another mother’s son. 

				I felt sick when I considered the negative consequences that arise out of violent acts. From that time onwards, I became determined never to act aggressively again, whatever the provocation. I endeavoured to solve any problem or dispute with another person in a non-violent way. Because of this resolution, whenever I was threatened or involved in a dispute, on subsequent occasions, I always considered how to resolve it in a peaceful way, whether through skilful and appropriate communication, seeking help, avoiding the person, running away, or whatever was needed in the situation. It was not because I was physically weak, or afraid, or that I did not feel anger, but I disliked violence itself more than the fear that arose or the sense of injustice. I felt strongly that no goal is of true value if it has to be achieved through violent means. I did not even want to use 
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				violence to defend myself against others. I never wanted to use physical force against another person or animal. 

				Throughout my teenage years, I frequently encountered situations where young men were physically aggressive to each other. My resolve to avoid violence was tested over and over again as I encountered such situations at school, on the street or at social events. I stuck to my resolution and I always felt that it was the right thing to do. By determining to pursue a path of non-violence, I found that other skilful qualities began to develop in me. I naturally inclined towards friendliness and compassion. I preferred to use my intelligence to solve problems, help others or protect myself or others in different ways. Normally, I did not have any strong anger or resentment towards other people, even if they were aggressive towards me. I did not wish to indulge what anger did arise in my mind. Sometimes other young people threatened or attacked me or the people I was with, but I tried to talk to them and change their attitude if I could. I never wanted to respond with physical violence or even seek revenge even if someone hurt me. I preferred to let things go and move on. 

				When I was 16, one group of my friends split into two factions for very trivial reasons. This resulted in me being perceived as an enemy by one of the groups because of my association with the youths from the other group they did not like. For two years, the disgruntled faction threatened and insulted me whenever they encountered me. I never responded with aggressive speech or conduct. I was already reading Buddhist books and I instinctively knew that if I was patient with the problem, it would not escalate. Eventually, after two years, I met the group who disliked me, by chance. They told me that they no longer hated me and had moved on. I did not harbour any hatred for them in the first place, so I simply carried on as usual and, smiling to myself, wondered what all the fuss had been about. 
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				As a teenager, I still experienced occasional mental states of anger, but I always tried to let them go rather than indulge in negative thinking. The more I studied the Buddha's words on kamma and the value of training in virtuous conduct, the more I consciously cultivated restraint in my speech and actions. It seemed to me that not indulging in anger and experiencing freedom from remorse was the natural way to happiness. My developing practice of compassion and cultivation of an attitude of non-violence towards other beings was tested when my parents bought me a fishing rod when I was 13. I went fishing once or twice and quite liked sitting quietly in the countryside next to a pond or river. Before I had actually caught a fish, I justified the activity as a way to obtain my own food without bothering other people. I did not think that I was bothering the fish. The first time I caught a fish however, I was unable to kill it and felt nauseous and sad at the foolishness of my action. After that I considered things more deeply and concluded that there was no point continuing with fishing as I knew I was much happier leaving fish to themselves and I knew the fish would be happier too. 

				Later on, my father bought an air rifle and encouraged me to shoot the rabbits and birds that disturbed his vegetable patch. After having shot at some birds and then killed a young rabbit, I felt so ashamed and disappointed with myself that I did not want to pick up the gun again. I decided to give up harming animals as well as people. Thinking more about how we harm and exploit so many animals for food I concluded that I did not want to eat meat or fish anymore; and I did not want to encourage other people to harm animals on my behalf. Even though I liked the taste of meat and fish, I gave up eating it because I did not want to encourage the suffering of other beings by supporting the commercial meat industry. I became a vegetarian, but I was not angry with other people who ate 
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				meat. I preferred to encourage people to think about the cruelty involved in the production of meat, poultry and fish and eat more vegetarian food rather than just criticise them.

				By the age of sixteen, I had no doubt that all beings, human and animal, wish to live without suffering and that all beings fear pain. I did not wish to intentionally inflict pain on other sentient beings. I saw animals and humans as the same in this respect. When I stopped eating meat, it caused a stir amongst my family and friends, but I never asked anyone else to follow me, or even give me special treatment. I did not make a problem out of it by protesting for animal rights or criticising other people who ate meat products. Later on, some of my friends wanted me to join their animal rights protests, but I preferred to keep to myself as I was already learning about Buddhism, meditating and keeping the five precepts.

				True Knowledge Ends Suffering

				At high school, I put effort into my studies, but I also had strong doubts about how useful the academic knowledge I was gaining would be in my life. I inclined towards a more spiritual life, but because I was not yet sure what kind of life that would be, I went along with the education my parents provided for me and I appreciated all their support. Superficially, I went along with the normal cultural expectations and values of society, even though I was not completely happy within myself. I made sure I completed all my studies, but I did not feel that I fitted in to other people's expectations of what I was planning to do. I could not picture myself finishing a degree and pursuing any normal career path or settling down and starting my own family, but I did not yet know how I could pursue the spiritual life. For many years I viewed myself as biding my time and learning patience until the alternative way of life I was seeking came to light. 
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				My studies at school went well and my teachers wanted me to take the entrance exam for Oxford and Cambridge University, but by that time I felt really tired of studying subjects that I knew would be of little use to me in the future. I did not see myself following the career paths my teachers suggested. When I refused to apply to enter the top universities, my teachers came to my home and pleaded with me to change my mind. I was sure I wanted to pursue a spiritual path, but in the end, I applied to and was accepted by Bristol University, with the understanding that I would defer my education for a year. I felt the urge to travel and find out new things so I worked to earn money to fund myself. Everyone else wanted me to go straight to university, but I was happy to delay it because I was sure that even if I gained a university degree, I would never use it. I was interested in learning more about Buddhism and meditation and developing the spiritual side of life rather than pursuing a career or earning money. But I still did not have a Dhamma teacher or mentor. So I decided to go along with things until I found a teacher that I had faith in, to follow.

				Undertaking The Five Precepts - Abandoning Intoxicants

				My undertaking to keep the first precept helped me prepare for my decision to train with the fifth precept to give up alcohol and recreational drugs. I begun meditating at the age of seventeen. As I became more committed to the Buddhist path, I realised that I needed to take my personal conduct more seriously. I knew that it was essential for me to develop virtuous conduct as a basis for cultivating inner peace and clarity in meditation. As I began to meditate regularly, I observed the relationship between my external conduct and state of mind. I knew I had to train my speech and actions to be harmless towards myself and others, just as I had to train my mind in calm and insight meditation. As I meditated more, I saw the inevitable suffering 
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				when I relived memories of unskilful things that I had said, done under the influence of intoxicants; and that motivated me to be more disciplined and restrained. 

				Once I was meditating regularly in my life, I found that it had such a revolutionary effect on my attitudes and lifestyle that I quite naturally began to shy away from all forms of intoxicants. The use of alcohol was commonplace amongst my family, friends and peers; and different types of recreational drugs were easy to come by. At first, I often followed along when others drank or took drugs. But I did not like losing my sense of clarity or ability to make good choices in different situations. Reflecting on the changes in my own behaviour, when I was even slightly intoxicated, gave me a personal insight into the dangers and drawbacks from the use of intoxicants. I saw how clouded my mind; and how foolishly I could behave under the influence of intoxicants. I also saw so much long-term suffering in the lives of other people around me arising directly or indirectly from alcohol and drug use. In the end, I overcame any doubt about the need to abandon intoxicants. As I grew older, I became increasingly aware of the way alcohol and drug use caused so many long-term health and personal problems in society.

				I observed how intelligent and successful student friends were expelled from school for drug use; and how their behaviour pattern often continued into their further education and the workplace. A small number of my friends dropped out of school, and later, university. Some even experienced different kinds of mental illness such as psychosis or depression exaggerated by drug abuse. I knew young people who died from overdoses, alcohol poisoning or serious road accidents because they were driving while intoxicated. I lost count of the number of alcohol-fuelled arguments and violent incidents I witnessed throughout my youth. Looking at my own life and the lives of those around 
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				me, the case for avoiding intoxicants seemed more and more convincing by the time I reached the end of my teenage years. A small number of my friends gave me a hard time when I gave up drinking alcohol, but later on when I became a monk, they admitted to me that it was a good decision. One or two were even inspired to follow me and quit taking drinks and drugs too.

				Honesty

				Through regular meditation, it was natural that I reached the point where I decided to undertake the five precepts as a normal part of my life. I could see that acting aggressively or selfishly only led to suffering and regret later. I saw that the disadvantages of taking intoxicants far outweighed any benefits or pleasure. I naturally shied away from stealing or damaging other people’s property even though I still had a few acquaintances who did not respect other people’s property. As a child, I had stolen a few small items on a couple of occasions. I did not like the uncomfortable feeling of regret or the fear of being caught that arose in my mind. I found that people who chose to be honest were inspiring, especially in situations when they could have been dishonest or selfish. When I was 16, I took my savings to school to buy an electric guitar from another student and during the course of the day, I carelessly misplaced the money. Before I went home, another student asked the class if anyone had lost some cash and when I told him the exact amount that I had lost, he knew it was mine and kindly returned the money to me. To this day, I still remember how impressed I was with that student’s honesty, when it would have been easy for him to keep the money for himself.

				During my youth, I always felt good when I saw people display honesty and kindness in their actions. Normally, I was not tempted to steal from others, but I remember in my first year at 
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				university, there was an occasion when walking along a corridor in the student library I found a five pound note on the floor. Although I tried to search around for the owner, I was so busy with my studies that when I could not find anyone, I put the money in my pocket rather than handing it in to the library staff. Later that same day, I purchased a food item in a local shop and used the five pound note. The shopkeeper gave me change for a one pound note rather than for a five pound note; and called me a liar and a thief, when I protested his mistake. He was very aggressive and threatened to call the police, but I looked on the incident as a teaching and instantly knew it was the result of the unwholesome kamma I had made by keeping money that belonged to someone else. I let it go. I should have tried harder to find the original owner of the money or at least not kept the money or try to use it. A good lesson in instant kamma. 

				 Relationships and Celibacy

				I always thought that keeping the third precept was essential for a stable and happy relationship. For almost all the time that I was a layman, I was single, it was not hard for me to keep the third precept. Like any other young man, I had sexual desire and yearn for an intimate relationship, but as my teenage years progressed, I began thinking more about becoming a monk. I was aware that forming an intimate bond with a partner would make it harder for me to leave the lay life. I flirted back when girls flirted with me, but I shied away from a steady relationship. One night when I was 17, my friend and I both met the same girl for the first time and both of us were attracted to her. My friend was quicker than me to introduce himself and when they formed a relationship; I was happy for them both. But the girl appeared interested in me and when she talked to me, I could see the suffering in my friend’s jealousy, so I determined to keep my distance. 
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				During my time at university, I became close to one of the female students, but I kept recollecting my resolve to become a monk to stop myself from forming an intimate relationship with her. One night, towards the end of my time at university she got very drunk at a party and I had to walk her home. She was so tired and drunk that I ended up physically carrying her into her apartment. I laid her down on her bed, but she grabbed me and pulling off her clothes she wrapped her naked body around me; and told me that she loved me the most in the whole world. I had already spent time as an Anagārikā at Wat Pah Nanachat in 1983 and had no doubt about my decision to return to Thailand and become a monk after I had finished university. I maintained my restraint as my friend attempted to seduce me and gently placed her back on the bed and wished her good night. I left the apartment quickly and walked ten kilometres to my home in the early hours of the morning in the freezing rain. At one point I began to cry as I walked because I was thinking how hard the practice of celibacy was, but I reminded myself that it should be easier to be celibate, living in the jungle far away from the people I knew. Throughout my last summer in England as a layman, I had a sense of foreboding that if I did not move to the monastery quickly, I would end up in a relationship and might never get the chance to be a monk again. The sense of urgency to get to the monastery became stronger as the summer months wore on.

				When I returned from my first trip to Wat Nong Pah Pong and Wat Pah Nanachat in October 1983, and was preparing to finish up my studies and get rid of all my possessions before returning to Thailand to become a monk, events seemed to propel me back towards the girlfriend of my old school friend who I had known since I was 17. She began contacting me and talking to me much more than before, because she was no longer happy in her relationship. Several times she took me by surprise at social 
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				events and tried flirting with me and even tried to be physically intimate with me. She knew I liked her and she made it clear that she liked me. Her advances tested my resolve as did those of the other female students at university. Luckily, I had already determined to return to Thailand and become a monk with Luang Por Chah, so I made myself ignore the girl as much as possible. Just a few days before I flew to Thailand, the band I had been in since my school days played a farewell gig for her 21st birthday party. At one point in the early hours of the morning, she grabbed me and made it clear that she wanted to be with me. I had to use all my energy and resolve to drag myself away from her while remembering that I would soon be back in the monastery. Not long after I reached Thailand, the girl sent me a letter saying that she had left her boyfriend and because she was officially single, she asked when I was returning to London. Again, it took all my resolve to let her go, and I did not answer the letter.

				Learning Right Speech

				When I began meditating regularly after I left high school, I read the Buddha’s words explaining the cultivation of the Noble Eightfold Path and realised that I would have to work harder on improving the qualities of right speech in my daily life. I could not remember lying to anyone in my youth as there was no real need, but I assume I did and I certainly swore and insulted others on occasions when I was annoyed. Sometimes I could be cynical and say negative things too easily. As I studied Buddhism and practised more mindfulness, I set myself a goal to change my speech habits for the better. 

				One of the first good experiences I had in meditation was a strong feeling of gratitude and appreciation towards parents, teachers and those who had helped me in my life. As I became more mindful, my understanding of many aspects of life 
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				matured and I realised how much help I had received from other people, since the day of my birth. After finishing my first ever meditation on mindfulness of breathing in my bedroom, I felt so overwhelmed with gratitude to my parents as memories of their sacrifices flooded into my mind, that I went to find my mother and thanked her for everything that she and my father had ever done for me. My mother looked stunned and asked me what I was talking about. I explained that I felt that I had taken my parents for granted all these years and wanted to make sure they knew that I really appreciated everything they had ever done for me. My mother smiled but asked me if there was anything wrong because this was such an unusual subject for me to bring up.

				As my understanding of the way to cultivate the Dhamma slowly improved, I became more aware of how unskilful speech patterns begin as thoughts, and harm one’s own mind as well as that of those people who hear the words when they are spoken. As I became more mindful of the quality of my mental intentions, my actions and speech improved. I understood that expressing anger, jealousy and conceit through speech and actions only results in regret and mental agitation. I did not have much reason to lie in my life anyway, and I disliked malicious and divisive speech, but I could swear and say plenty of negative, meaningless or arrogant things. I did not like to argue. Generally if someone did not agree with me or dislike me for some reason, I usually ignored them rather than engage in argument or any form of verbal conflict. I found the Buddha’s encouragement to stay silent if you do not have anything kind or beneficial to say, a very helpful guideline. If I lost my self-control and spoke rudely or unkindly to someone, it always came up afterwards in my meditation as a feeling of regret or self-criticism. This made me more mindful and aware of the consequences of any harmful speech.

			

		

	
		
			
				28

			

		

		
			
				Peace From Within

			

		

		
			
				Change In Lifestyle

				As my lifestyle and habits slowly changed through the practice of Dhamma, I attended fewer parties, went out with friends who were drinking, less and less. I stopped attending football matches, played less music and so on. Naturally I drifted away from some of my friends, but the benefits I found from my practice of Dhamma made up for that. I found little need to use harsh or abusive speech in my life and through meditation I became more self-controlled. Some of my friends noticed the changes in my behaviour and liked it; others thought I had become boring or anti-social. I had enough peace in my mind and happiness from reading the words of the Buddha; and learning how to put them into practice that I did not mind the negative opinions about Buddhism, from my parents, teachers or friends. I had little aversion for others and felt it was a pity that they simply did not understand how beneficial the teachings of the Buddha are for people. 

				Growing up, I never felt comfortable asking my parents for money. This was partly because I realised how hard they worked, and how much they sacrificed for their children. I also did not want to follow my own desires and let them be a cause for me to bother other people. My parents gave me money for many things, provided me with everything I needed and were always ready to give their children more if we asked, but I did not want to take advantage of their love. 

				We spent most of our holiday time together as a family because my parents were teachers and we often stayed in a cottage in North Wales. My parents were quite adventurous. Every year, they took us on holidays to other parts of the UK and overseas which gave me the chance to see and learn a little about the rest of the world first hand. From the age of fourteen, I began 
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				taking casual jobs to pay for anything I needed rather than ask my parents to pay. I began buying clothes in charity shops and garage sales; and considered that cheap clothes would cover my back as well as any new clothes and there were plenty of bargains around. I played music in a band and casual work funded my purchases of guitars and amplifiers. When I travelled overseas with friends, I was determined to pay my own way as well.

				Meditation On The Job

				One of the first things I learnt from meditation was the importance of keeping my mind in the present moment. I found this helped me in some of the repetitive casual jobs I took on to raise money. I had one summer job, in a Swiss clock factory, drilling holes into pieces of metal for eight hours a day, to make parts for barometers and clocks. I observed how my mind craved distraction from the repetitiveness of the task, but I also realised that I could train myself to practise mindfulness with the movements of the body and focus on completing the task before me. My first reaction to the work was boredom and that was followed by aversion, but I worked out that the more I complained to myself or wanted the day’s work to end, the more I suffered. I noticed how any strong desire made my mind seek escape from the present moment into fantasy and imagination. The more mindful I was and the more I paid attention to the job, and kept my mind focused on the present moment, the less agitated I felt and time passed quicker.

				Another year I had a job washing pots and dishes in the large underground kitchens of the London Council. By then I was a bit older and more experienced in looking after my mind, and that also helped me deal with the challenges of interacting with the large variety of people who worked in the kitchens. Some people seemed like saints and others were bullies who tried to 
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				take advantage of me. I practised mindfulness of my speech to minimise conflicts with other workers, and tried to let go of my angry reactions in certain situations where I was treated unfairly. Internally, I trained myself to watch my wandering mind through the monotony of the manual work. I realised that when we want something in return, such as money, we are willing to put up with poor work conditions and our own mental discontent. I realised how much of our life is governed by greed of one sort or another.

				When I meditated more earnestly as part of my daily routine in lay life, I noticed small changes in my attitudes. I slowly gained increased clarity and a different view of sensual desire and my normal attachment to sensual pleasures. Whenever I experienced rapture and joy in meditation or from listening to Dhamma, I compared the feeling of happiness with the more mundane experience of joy and happiness that I gained from sensually stimulating activity such as playing and listening to music, playing sport, socialising or from sexual activity. I slowly realised that the more normal type of happiness I experienced through the senses was entirely dependent on the physical body and its sense contact with external objects and that inevitably, such sense pleasure is temporary and completely unreliable. 

				Music was one of my passions, but I noticed how I was always searching for new musical experiences which led me to purchase or borrow more and more music tapes and records and for more and more opportunities to play music with friends. I noticed how I was never content with the things I already had and always wanted something new or different. This applied to music, clothes or whatever. Sport and sexual desire were equally obsessive. One thing I observed about meditation and Dhamma practice, in general, was that it was largely free of the 
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				need for any external object and required you to turn attention inwards and cultivate skilful states of mind. When the mind was in a wholesome state and mindful, I could watch sensual desire arising but did not have to follow it or indulge it. Cultivating Dhamma eventually led to a feeling of contentment and the understanding that the happiness experienced was independent of external objects. I found it required more effort to experience joy and rapture from meditation, but when I did, it was deeper, lasted longer and was more satisfying. I constantly reminded myself that the happy mind that naturally supported further examination of the true nature of experience was not an end in itself.

				Some friends told me that my practice of Buddhism made me a boring person. They thought I was turning away from them and society because I had an overly negative view of the world. The reality for me was the opposite, but I did not argue or become annoyed with other people because I knew why they saw things the way they did. I could still experience pleasure from music, sport or companionship with others, but I needed it less and was less addicted to sensual pleasure. I had found a new and ultimately better source of pleasure in the Dhamma itself. Over time, I also made new friends in the Dhamma. I could still enjoy many pleasures available to me, but I felt more free from any strong clinging to them. I even found that I could be happy for other people who experienced pleasure, without always having to experience it myself. 

				As I meditated more, I considered the things that brought me pleasure and happiness and realised that they came at a price. The mind becomes obsessed with the objects of sense pleasure and easily forgets many other important aspects of life. I could still enjoy playing music, or competing in sport, but the happiness 
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				from it could not compare to that which came from meditation. It did not improve my intelligence or understanding of Truth. Curiously, as I let go of the strongest clinging and craving to sensual happiness, I began to experience joy in new situations. I could be happy for both sides competing in sport and be happy for the winner, whoever they were. I remember experiencing enjoyment when sports teams from other countries won unexpectedly in a competition, even though I had no previous connection with those people or countries. I experienced happiness for others who had success in the things they did

				even if there was no immediate benefit to me. Meditation made me much more sensitive to other people’s happiness

				and suffering.

				From High School Into The World

				When I left school, I worked in a record shop in Soho, in the centre of London, to earn money to travel overseas. Even though I was already considering myself a Buddhist, I planned to visit Africa as I thought the experience might help me get some different perspectives on my own life and understand my cultural conditioning better. I worked in the shop for six months and also played live music with my friends during that time. Working in the centre of London exposed me to the two extremes present in society. Each day I encountered homeless and vulnerable people sleeping in the doorways of the shop and surrounding streets, while at the same time I served people with money in the shop. There were occasions when I served millionaires or celebrities. I gradually became familiar with some of the local homeless people, drug addicts, criminals, prostitutes, police officers and also the regular customers from all backgrounds.
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				My experience made me appreciate the good fortune I had in my life. I also observed how fragile some people’s status and well-being can be; and how quickly their lives can change and go downhill so easily when they made poor choices. One of my customers from the Middle East was fantastically wealthy and every few weeks, he came to the shop and asked me to choose all the latest hit records for him to take back home to his kids and he rewarded me with a good tip afterwards. Other people stole records from the shop or tried to pass off stolen credit cards and then ran off when I checked on the validity of the card. Each time that happened, the bank sent me a reward of fifty pounds, which went into my travel fund.

				I gave money to some of the regular homeless guys on the street outside the shop, but as time went on, I changed the gifts from money to hot food and drinks when I could not stop them using the money to buy drink or drugs. They scolded me for that, but I learnt to endure their insults because I knew I was giving them something more useful. Sometimes in the winter, the homeless guys dropped dead on the street and people just walked by the corpse rather than give up their time to go and get help. As I read the Buddha’s words for the first time and contemplated the teaching that kamma as intentional action, I observed that people all around me made good and bad kamma and received the fruits of their actions each day, in the centre of the city.

				As I prepared to leave the UK and travel through Europe, the Middle East and Africa, I felt more and more certain that I wanted to pursue a spiritual life as I felt increasingly tired of the materialism and selfishness that people got trapped into everywhere I looked. I already had a clear picture of what I did not want from my life and what I thought would not bring me or anyone happiness, but I had not yet found the living teacher or the way forward in my pursuit of inner happiness.
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				I do not envision

				any one other quality by which

				unarisen skilful qualities arise,

				and arisen skilful qualities

				go to growth and proliferation,

				like right view.

				When a person has right view,

				unarisen skilful qualities,

				and arisen skilful qualities

				go to growth and proliferation.

				Aṅguttara Nikāya 1.307 (2)
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				Reaching A Decision In Africa

				At A Crossroads

				After I finished high school, I applied to study history at the university, but had little enthusiasm to go there. I felt like I was treading water and waiting for something to happen, so I paused my studies and travelled for a while as I looked for somewhere to pursue the spiritual life. The number of people following the Buddhist path was a tiny minority of people in society as the religion was still on the fringes of society. In central London, it was easy to find Hare Krishna practitioners, but the Buddhist teachers were not so obvious. Most of my friends were not very spiritual and tended towards politics or social action if they had ambitions to do something for the greater good. I joined them on marches campaigning against racism or nuclear weapons. But, these were nothing compared with the wisdom of the Buddha and the teaching of the Noble Eightfold Path as a way of life. As I worked and played music with friends, I gathered my thoughts together. And when the time came I did not find it hard to leave my family and friends behind, to go travelling. I could only see the pursuit of a spiritual path as offering any glimmer of light or positivity for the future, but I did not know exactly how or where I would accomplish it.
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				Meeting A Devadūta On A Bus

				By April 1980, I had enough funds to travel and I set off with a friend travelling southwards through Europe, to the Middle East and Africa. I thought moving out of my comfort zone and exposing myself to different people and cultures might help me understand myself better. We got a cheap bus so that we could move through northern Europe quickly and surprisingly, the time on the bus gave me a really good insight into how to cultivate daily meditation in a disciplined way. 

				There was one passenger on the bus who meditated several times a day. Each time the bus stopped his friends would go off to buy food or walk around, but the man looked for a quiet spot at the foot of a tree or on some grass and meditated for as long as he could until the bus was ready to move. The meditator’s discipline was impeccable. He did not appear to move for the duration of his time meditating; and I observed that he always had a serene look on his face while he sat. When his friends returned, they gave him food and drink. He chatted with them pleasantly, but appeared to be intent on training himself in meditation and mindfulness. I observed that no one made him meditate, he clearly wanted to do it for himself; and he had a pleasant and composed presence. Up until then, my own meditation practice was unreliable and I had never observed anyone else so disciplined in their practice. The fellow traveller provided me with a good example to emulate.

				Life Is Uncertain

				Travelling into Africa felt like entering a whole new world and it triggered a heightened awareness of the uncertainties of life. The poverty and lack of economic development was always apparent, but so was the resilience, kindness and generosity of many people we met. In every country we travelled through, we met kind and friendly people who mostly had little material 
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				wealth, but at the same time displayed great generosity of heart. I remember the saying that when a child is born in Africa, it is brought up by the whole village. I observed the way people helped and cared for each other over and over again. I encountered many of the basic spiritual qualities I was learning from Buddhism in the societies we travelled through. Even though none of the people we met were Buddhist, I observed the universal nature of the truths about suffering and its origins that the Buddha pointed to. In times of hardship people really rely on the qualities of patience, endurance and sacrifice, and often that is nurtured by their religious faith. In London, I also met many kind and generous people too, but I could see the danger in blind attachment to material wealth; and how the pursuit of spiritual happiness is often relegated to second place in people’s lives. 

				The other more ugly side of humanity was also apparent in our travels when we encountered civil war or talked to refugees fleeing from different forms of tyranny and aggression. Because of our short ‘Buddhist’ haircuts, some people were suspicious of us and thought we might actually be mercenaries or even spies. Some people responded to poverty and weak government by displaying great courage and resilience, but others let their fears guide them and became more selfish and competitive.

				In many situations, I was shown kindness and helped by people who did not have any reason or obligation to help me. Many people I met were less educated and had less money and less knowledge of the world than me. Sometimes, they were under different kinds of pressure, but they also displayed much more practical wisdom and knowledge of how to deal with the challenges of life. That was a lesson that really stuck in my mind. I observed that there is such a thing as real goodness and wisdom in life, independent of material wealth and privilege 
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				and can even exist in people’s hearts even in the most dire circumstances. I was learning that one’s experience of happiness and suffering really begins with where your heart is at. People offered us rides, shared their food and accommodation, gave us useful information and shared entertaining stories, without asking for anything in return. It was easy to feel gratitude and appreciation.

				No Money. Just Like A Monk

				In Cairo, I had my money and passport stolen by a street gang. Although the experience was unpleasant, it was simultaneously liberating as I had no choice but to let go of everything - including my plans. Once my money and documents were gone, I immediately thought about the life of a monk, as for a while I had no certainty where the next meal would come from. I suddenly understood the Buddhas’ teachings of the uncertainties of life as seen in the unpredictable worldly winds of gain and loss that blow us around. One moment I was enjoying travelling through a new and interesting country, the next I was penniless and being thrown out of my accommodation with nowhere to go. 

				I relied on the Buddha’s words over and over again to give me some wisdom and strength. When you have nothing left, you appreciate the truth of the Buddha’s words even more. I recollected the Maṅgala Sutta that it is a blessing to associate with wise people and to avoid foolish people and so I started looking for the good in people around me. I walked along the streets of Cairo and eventually found a kind hotel owner who believed my story and let me stay for free until I had some money sent over from home. The British consul looked like he did not believe anything I told him but he still agreed to issue me a new passport after waiting for two months of background checks and police reports. 
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				My extended stay in Egypt waiting for a new passport and funds meant that I travelled around the country to more places than I had originally intended, and that I made new friends with locals and fellow travellers who I might not have met. Staying longer than you intended in a place makes you learn certain things about yourself and the people you are with. I learnt that everything is uncertain. When I started reading Luang Por Chah’s teachings later, I felt like I was in familiar territory. I also proved to myself that when you look for the good in people then sooner or later you can find it; and even if you encounter the bad along the way, you can learn to be patient, or avoid it and protect yourself.

				In other African countries, I met kind strangers who educated me about their culture and society. They warned me of dangers, gave me free accommodation and even taught me how to cook. Christians showed me kindness, Muslims fed me and Hindus shared their perspective on Buddhism with me. People from various tribes with their different beliefs shared all kinds of useful information with me during my travels. When I hitchhiked into Uganda, where there was a civil war, people warned me which places to avoid and gave advice on the best ways to stay safe. The only time in my life that I spent a night in a prison cell was not because I was arrested, but because the local police in one part of Uganda, were so worried for my safety that they gave me a free jail cell for the night to keep me under cover from the crossfire generated by their battle with insurgents. On the way to the capital Kampala, I wanted to hitch a ride with a truck delivering petrol, but the driver told me in honesty that although he wanted to give me a lift, it was too dangerous and he pointed out where I could find a cheap local bus. The next day as I drove along the rural road, I saw the petrol tanker burnt out by the side of the road, but I was unable to find out what happened to the cautious driver.
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				Friends I made along the way told me that the people of Uganda were good people. The land was fertile and the scenery beautiful. I wanted to see if it was true; and everything I had been told proved correct. Even though there was animosity between ethnic groups, I only encountered friendliness, generosity and much joy displayed by people who were going through extremely difficult times. By the time I reached the capital Kampala, I was thinking of what I could do to offer help to the country in some way. I thought that I could teach English or volunteer for an NGO and help with a development project. However, as I was considering these options, my practice of meditation and study of the Buddhist teachings made me realise that whatever help I might offer would be influenced by my own ignorance and mental defilements, and not necessarily be coming from a place of wisdom and understanding. 

				One of the few foreigners I met in Kampala asked me if I wanted to help the local people and I readily agreed. He offered me work that he said was well paid. It sounded interesting but when I found out that the work involved importing guns to sell to both sides in the civil war, the proposition rang alarm bells and seemed to prove the point that I needed to find my own wisdom before I could be of genuine help to others. The whole experience was rather disappointing as the man had described himself as someone helping the country, but it reinforced the need to consider carefully before trying to help others. I could see the potential for an inexperienced person or immoral person to do more harm than good. I was not convinced that I was wise enough to help myself, let alone other people in a skilful way and so my thoughts returned to the spiritual life and becoming a monk. The longer I travelled, the clearer it appeared to me that to truly help others, I must first understand and improve my own mind, and gain some wisdom. One must learn how to benefit oneself before one can truly benefit others.
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				“

				For such a long time

				I’ve been cheated, tricked,

				and deceived by this mind.

				For what I have been grasping

				is only form, feeling, perception,

				(mental) formations and consciousness.

				Majjhima Nikāya 75
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				University - A Blessing In Disguise

				Meditation Brings Happiness And Understanding

				Once I had decided to commit myself to a spiritual path, I returned to London quickly. I was clear in my understanding that to be of true benefit to others, I needed to develop my own inner qualities. I discussed my aspirations with my sister, Naomi, who agreed with my thinking that to truly help others one has to improve oneself. I had returned from Africa, more aware that human life is bound up with suffering. I also had a greater appreciation of how fortunate I had been in my life and in particular, the potential that training in Buddhist meditation offered me. I continued with my plan to attend university and to continue looking for a spiritual teacher who could guide me in the Buddhist path. Having travelled to Africa, I was now open to the possibility of travelling to Asia in search of a teacher; and felt that I would find a teacher there who would inspire enough faith and confidence in me to commit to the monk’s life. I had encountered some meditation teachers in my travels through Europe and even in Africa, but none of them seemed right. I was still treading water before swimming for the far shore of Nibbāna.
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				I had little enthusiasm left for academic study but was happily surprised on the first day at university, when I found out there was a Buddhist meditation group that met regularly in the university. I joined immediately and to my surprise, the sessions were well attended. Buddhism was still very much a fringe teaching, but the twice weekly meditation meetings were attended by up to forty people. Later when friends asked me what I enjoyed most about my time at university, I replied that it was the time I spent reading Buddhist books and meditating. My true goal throughout my time at university was not to obtain a degree in history, but to progress in my meditation practice and learn more about the teachings of the Buddha. My ambitions were modest and my initial goal was to be able to sit still and meditate for a whole hour watching my breath and examining the impermanent nature of thoughts and sensations. I found more enjoyment sitting with painful legs and a distracted mind than I did studying and discussing my course work with tutors. I did not quit my studies. I continued learning and relied on my patience. I saw the degree course as a way to train myself in mindfulness and investigation in a similar way to when I had worked at casual jobs or drilled holes in pieces of metal earlier in my life. I saw my future as a renunciant, not in studying or pursuing a career out in the world, so I did not mind putting up temporarily with studying for a degree in history.

				I found participation in the meditation group rewarding as I was taught the basic method of ānāpānasati or mindfulness of breathing. I experienced so much pain in my legs, each time I meditated, that I found it helpful and inspiring to sit together with other meditators. The teacher was only slightly more experienced than the rest of us, but I found his advice good enough. I was grateful for his leadership and experience. I made use of the teacher’s knowledge, and I continued meditating and learning from the Buddhist texts in my own time. I persisted to 
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				adapt my lifestyle to support my meditation practice. I slept on the floor on a reed mat that I brought back from Uganda and got up each dawn to meditate. In the winter when dawn was later, I got up before the dawn. Getting up early in the morning was a good cure for the worst of my laziness and I found the mornings quiet and peaceful to meditate when no one was around. I indulged in less late nights because I enjoyed getting up early for meditation and I changed my eating habits from three meals a day to two.

				I really struggled with sitting meditation. I experienced so much pain in my knees, legs and back that I rarely experienced any deep states of peace. I was determined to keep training and improving my posture so I took up yoga and other exercises to stretch my limbs and improve my ability to sit for longer periods. I always sat cross-legged when doing my assignments and college work so that my legs would get used to the posture. I kept the thought in mind that one day, I would be a monk and my university studies were mental preparation for the future. I saw the value in learning how to learn, even if the historical subject matter was a constant reminder of the adverse consequences of human behaviour when under the influence of the mental defilements. Even though I experienced endless pain in my limbs, I enjoyed meditation because by improving my mindfulness, I learnt so much about myself. The self-knowledge seemed more meaningful and beneficial to me than the academic knowledge I gained from my university studies. I found it funny that a friend of mine was able to sit comfortably in full lotus posture to do her studies and she could even walk up and down a staircase happily while sitting in the full lotus posture while I was struggling to sit cross legged for more than a few minutes. She had no interest in the Buddhist teachings or meditation and I used to think that life is unfair because I wanted to meditate but my legs hurt so much. It taught me to see clearly 
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				that meditation is primarily about cultivating mindfulness and insight and to understand that if the experience is painful, I would just have to be patient with that.

				As I read the words of the Buddha and meditated daily, I kept experiencing feelings of disenchantment with the world. Each evening after we finished studies, my friends wanted to go out and enjoy themselves drinking, taking drugs, dancing and partying, but I had less and less enthusiasm for that. Sometimes I went along with my friends, but I often felt my body was with my friends while my mind was not. I kept thinking that so much of human behaviour is meaningless and without real benefit to anyone. I could not really enjoy those social activities and later realised this was the beginning of the experience of Nibbidā. The mind becomes weary seeing the impermanent nature of existence and tired of sensual indulgence. Insight into the true nature of phenomena, however brief, leads you to turn away from obsession with the things of the world and seek the happiness of a liberated mind. 

				On a few occasions, when I was with a group of friends in a bar or at someone’s house, my mind became really calm; and I experienced a strong feeling that everyone was completely unaware that they were rushing towards their death, and they had no way of stopping it. I had a strong sense of my own heedlessness and a feeling that if I did not pursue the spiritual path of Dhamma, my time and opportunity would eventually run out. I consciously practised sense restraint and frugality, learning to live on one pound a day to save money. I was saving to travel to Asia, as soon as I had decided on where to go. I cooked for myself, wore secondhand clothes and other items and walked or cycled everywhere. I had enough money from casual work to keep myself going so I never asked my parents for extra money.

			

		

	
		
			
				51

			

		

		
			
				University - A Blessing In Disguise

			

		

		
			
				Of course, I still experienced plenty of craving and attachment in my life, but I felt less and less interested in having a relationship, acquiring money, buying things and seeking out endless sense pleasures or following ambition for success in the world. Some of my friends thought I might be gay because I kept avoiding committing to any relationships with girls, but it was not because I liked men. I did not want to have intimate sexual relationships with girls because I knew it would make it more difficult for me to become a monk. I did not want to get close to someone and then hurt them by breaking up later. Many years later, one of my friends told me that at sixteen, I had warned him that once he had experienced the pleasure of sexual intercourse, he would be hooked for life, so he better be ready for that. He said that at that age no one else in our circle of friends talked like that and because it was such an unusual thing to hear, he never forgot it.

				I found most of my happiness and contentment came from putting effort into meditation and being mindful of my speech and conduct. Even though my mind was not always peaceful, I was content to be making the effort to train in the Buddhist path. Whatever effort I made, however small, made me happy. I did voluntary work on an urban farm in the city centre which gave deprived kids the chance to find out how to raise animals and grow vegetables and flowers. I increasingly found doing things for other people more enjoyable than looking for ways to enjoy myself. I got kicked as I milked the goats, and sometimes had to chase the pigs or donkeys down the high street when they escaped from the farm, into the busy city traffic. I was a happy volunteer. I intentionally looked for ways to be kind to friends and acquaintances, doing favours and giving gifts to people when I could. Meanwhile I completed my course work for the university diligently, but to be honest I did not put my heart into it.
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				My continuous interest in meditation brought me to listen to a visiting meditation teacher at the university who had previously been a monk in Thailand. Only a small group of people turned up to listen to his talk; and I was the only one who showed any serious interest in meditation. Because of this, I had the chance to ask him as many questions as I wanted. At the end of our discussion, he encouraged me to go to Thailand and find a good meditation teacher. He had previously been a monk with Luang Por Buddhadasa, for a short period of time. I thought that I would head to Thailand as soon as there was an opportunity. I knew I needed to find a teacher and so I kept Luang Por Buddhadasa’s name at the back of my mind.
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				“

				Should one find a man

				who points faults and who reproves,

				let him follow such a wise and sagacious person

				as one would a guide to hidden treasure.

				It is always better,

				and never worse,

				to cultivate such an association.

				Dhammapada 76
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				Finding The Teacher

				Early Roots in Thailand

				I travelled to Thailand in the summer break between my second and third year of university. I landed in Bangkok and booked into a cheap hotel in Patpong, one of the red-light districts of Bangkok. I did not even realise what kind of area I was staying in as I was only interested in finding a place to meditate. I started my search for a meditation teacher in completely the wrong end of town and found myself surrounded by frivolity and sensual indulgence. I saw the funny side of my situation immediately, but fortunately as I was walking along the street outside the hotel on the very first day, I saw a small sign stuck to a lamppost that advertised meditation classes in English. They were held at Wat Boworniwet, one of the largest and oldest royal temples in Bangkok. I went straight to the Wat that day and joined the daily meditation classes with Venerable Brian who was a resident Australian monk. I subsequently visited the monastery for meditation classes every afternoon and had my faith boosted by a brief encounter with Somdet Nyanasamvara who was the Abbot of the monastery, and later became the Supreme Patriarch of Thailand. He kindly stopped to speak to me as I walked to the meditation hall and inspired me when he smiled. He spoke a few words of English in praise of cultivating meditation.
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				In the meditation classes, I was taught the methods of sitting and walking meditation. I had never previously received proper instruction on how to practise walking meditation and quickly realised how helpful an addition it was to my cultivation of mindfulness. Venerable Brian taught me to recite the meditation word ‘Buddho’ in the way of the Thai Forest Masters. The very first time I tried the technique I went straight into a state of stillness that brought me a great feeling of happiness and lightness to both mind and body. He asked me to walk mindfully for 45 minutes, but I was so absorbed in my recitation of ‘Buddho’ that I lost all sense of time and after an hour of non-stop walking meditation he had to tap me on the shoulder and remind me to stop. I had so much joy and rapture arising at that time that my body felt completely at ease and seemed to be floating rather than walking. All the feelings of tiredness and discomfort from the heat disappeared and I felt like I could continue walking meditation indefinitely.

				Every day, I experienced such deep feelings of peace and rapture, after the combined sessions of sitting and walking meditation, that I did not want to get on a bus back to the hotel. I preferred to walk through the crowded streets of Bangkok silently reciting ‘Buddho’ to myself. Even though I walked along the sidewalk, which was full of food stalls and people, and surrounded by traffic, noise and pollution, my mindfulness had improved so much that I had little interest in the sights and sounds and other sense impressions. I laughed when I considered that my first experience of maintaining a state of samādhi from walking meditation took place on the busy streets of Bangkok. 

				I was propositioned by young women every night while I remained at the hotel and sometimes, they even broke into my room and tried to jump into bed with me. When I told them 
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				that I was not interested in having a girlfriend because I was going to become a monk, they looked horrified and quickly disappeared. Unconventionally, I used my time in the hotel in Patpong to meditate; and I actually experienced some deep states of samādhi. The continuity of mindfulness that arose from walking meditation lasted a long time; and carried over into my sitting meditation just as the Buddha had described when he explained the benefits of walking meditation. When I sat meditating on the floor of my hotel, I found I could sit for longer periods without moving than I had ever done when back in England, as my mind let go of its habitual concern with feelings of pain. I had nothing bothering me. On some occasions my mind was so concentrated that all sensations in my body disappeared; and I simply experienced the peaceful, still and radiant mind. These experiences gave me confidence to seek out a teacher for further training.

				While I was participating in the meditation sessions at Wat Bowornivet, I met another English man who had returned from staying with Luang Por Chah. It was another stroke of good fortune because he told me how to get to Wat Pah Nanachat and he encouraged me to begin my training to become a monk there because many of the monks spoke English and they could help me to meet Luang Por Chah. After a couple of weeks practising meditation at Wat Bowornivet, I headed by bus to Ubon and was happy to leave behind the hotel room in Patpong. 

				Finding My Way In The Dark

				I travelled to Ubon on a cheap bus, but not knowing the Thai language I was not sure where to go from the bus station. Two local policemen talked to me in broken English as I walked across the bridge over the Mun River and they patiently worked out where I needed to go. Surprisingly, one of them kindly 
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				offered me a lift on his motorcycle. It was quite a detour for him to take me all the way to Wat Pah Nanachat and I felt blessed by his kindness. Having thanked the angelic policeman, I left him at the front gate of the monastery, just at dusk when the last light of the day was rapidly disappearing. I walked around the closed gate, as there was no wall in those days, and slowly moved in, to the darkness of the forest. I had one small torch and the batteries promptly ran out. I then stumbled around in the dark, tripping over tree roots, bumping into tree trunks and quickly became completely lost. 

				In those days, there was no electricity in the monastery and therefore no lights anywhere. Eventually, I saw a dim light about one hundred metres away through the forest and so I headed in a straight line towards it and endured further bumps, ant bites and other difficulties to reach the source of the light. Finally, I came to a little wooden kuti (hut) and after calling out, and waiting for some time, a tiny Thai novice monk called Samanera Phut came down the steps holding a kerosene lantern and beckoned with his finger for me to follow him. He could not have been older than 14 years old. He was totally silent but clearly had a kind heart, because after he saw me stumbling around in the dark, he led me to the Abbot’s kuti via a proper path. I think he realised that I probably would never get there by myself.

				Ajahn Pasanno, the Abbot, came down the stairs to greet me and I offered him some flowers and other gifts. He kindly chatted to me by the light of a candle; and gave me permission to stay in the monastery, while explaining the details of the daily schedule and what I was expected to do while in the monastery. Next, he took me over to the laymen’s accommodation which consisted of a simple mat and a pillow placed on the floor of the verandah above the kitchen. I was impressed with his kindness because 
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				I knew he was the senior monk of the monastery, with many duties and responsibilities, and yet I saw him humbly preparing my bedding for me. Afterwards, I reflected on my first evening in the monastery and on Ajahn Pasanno’s calm and composed demeanor as well as his kindness and friendliness; and decided that Luang Por Chah had trained his monks well. It was one of the best advertisements for the monastic life you could ask for.

				Three Doubts

				Having not lived in a monastery before, I had three main doubts about my own readiness to live the monk’s life. I was not sure how well I would cope with keeping the eight precepts and living on one meal a day. I was not too worried about the kind of food that might be available, but I did not know how my body would be with this change of eating habits. My second doubt was whether I could manage to get up at 3:00am every morning. The third doubt concerned how well I would cope with the weekly all-night meditation vigils that were compulsory for all the residents. I was concerned about meditating through the night because I still experienced extreme pain in my legs when sitting, even for a short time. 

				Those three doubts were quickly put to rest after spending just three days in the monastery. I had already adjusted my lifestyle to arise early for meditation when I was at university, and I assumed I could make a further adjustment to arise at 3.00am. There were seven monks living in the monastery and I asked them how they coped with the early rising and the most common answer was that you just get used to it. I thought I would probably get used to eating one meal a day in the same way; and on the morning of the second day in the monastery I realised that I was neither too hungry or weak. I had gone without food for a day at a time when travelling in Africa and I 
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				sensed that I would be okay to eat one meal a day on a regular basis. Others could do it so why not me? After the meal, you did not see or smell food again in the monastery, until the next day and no one talked about it. It was actually much easier to let go of concerns about food than I had anticipated. 

				By the end of the second day, I saw that I had made it out to the morning meetings on time and had survived on one meal a day and so my confidence grew. Seeing the other monks meditating and following the lifestyle I was encouraged to follow their example. Ajahn Pasanno was both an inspiring teacher who could explain the Buddhist teachings and the details of the monastic discipline very well. His personal conduct made him a good example to follow. I still had doubts about my ability to stay up all night meditating without sleep, but I was buoyed by the good experience I had with walking meditation and assumed that if I could not sit in meditation for the whole night then I could always walk.

				The third day in the monastery coincided with the weekly lunar Observance Day. Throughout the day, the monastery gradually filled with lay practitioners who came to make offerings, keep the eight precepts, listen to teachings and meditate. Some came at the mealtime and stayed on for the rest of the day; others arrived during the afternoon and by the evening, a crowd of some sixty people had gathered at the hall. Most of the meditators were dressed in white and middle aged or even elderly.

				At 7:00pm, we began an evening programme with sitting meditation, followed by chanting that was translated from Pali into Thai and took about 50 minutes to complete. For the first 40 minutes of the chanting, we were supposed to sit up on our toes in the traditional Thai posture of respect. To fulfil this requirement was excruciatingly painful for myself and many of 
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				the westerners whose toes and muscles were not used to it. The monks sat on the raised seat at the side of the hall. Lay trainees like myself, sat at the back of the hall without any cushion. After the chanting, there was a Dhamma talk in Thai, which I did not understand, but I appreciated the respect everybody showed for the teachings; and the peaceful sound of the words. Afterwards we received an extra cup of sweet cocoa or coffee at about 9:30pm which seemed to be the most exciting moment of the night.

				For the rest of the night, we were instructed to meditate in or around the hall and not go back to our kutis to sleep. This meant we would be meditating more or less continuously until the beginning of the morning chanting at 4:00am. By 9:30pm I was already experiencing extreme pain in my legs and could no longer sit on the thin grass mat which covered the concrete floor. There were no cushions or the foam meditation mats that we use these days available. The only option left open to me was to do walking meditation, which fortunately, I found brought me much peace, clarity and good energy. At 10:00pm I started walking because my legs were experiencing such excruciating pain in the sitting posture. I knew I had to stay up all night, so I spent the rest of the night slowly doing walking meditation, to and fro at the back of the hall. That was for almost 6 hours non-stop. I went for a toilet break at 3:45am and then prepared for the morning chanting session. 

				To walk for so long required continuous effort, but to my surprise I completed the session and gained confidence that if sitting meditation continued to be painfully unbearable, I could always do walking meditation. One thing that helped sustain me throughout the night was witnessing the local villagers who stuck with their meditation the whole night through. Some 
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				got up for walking meditation like myself, but many sat still for hours at a time. I found out later that some of them had even come straight from work without a rest, just to participate in the chanting and meditation session through the night with the monks. The oldest members of the community were over sixty years of age, and some of them could sit up all night with only the briefest of breaks. When you see others put effort into their meditation practice it helps you to keep going through your own challenges. I realised that I was not the only one experiencing painful legs, a restless mind and recurring sleepiness. 

				Dedicating the whole night to cultivating the Dhamma made me realise the importance of the quality of strong faith in the Triple Gem, for the practice. It seemed even more valuable than simply having a strong, fit and healthy body. I felt that if the other monks and villagers could do it, then I would have to learn how to meditate all night long too. Whether it was the meditation or the chanting, the lay practitioners really put their heart into it. Their devotion to the Buddha, the monks and the practice was a great source of strength for them. In general, I found that the people of northeast Thailand are very respectful of the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha; and I was impressed to see how they interacted with the monastic community. The faith of the people in that part of the world was second to none; and it was apparent how it energised their practice of Dhamma on every level. I had received a valuable lesson that I still keep in my mind today. 

				The experience of my first three days in the monastery helped me to decide that I probably had enough of the right qualities to stay on and train as a monk. I could not know for certain how long I might last in the robes, but I felt I could successfully follow the rules of discipline and cultivate the path of meditation as taught by Luang Por Chah. The very last doubt that stuck in 
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				my mind on the morning after the all-night meditation, was whether I was strong enough to walk out of the monastery on alms round into the village after a night without sleep, and 24 hours without food. I had already followed the monks out on alms round on the previous mornings without any problems, apart from the pain I had to endure walking barefoot on the sharp gravel stones of the tracks around the village. The morning after the all-night meditation, I followed the monks around the village as they collected food; and returned to the monastery exhausted and experiencing a lot of pain in my feet; but I was still standing. As with so many aspects of the monastic training, I followed the example of the resident monks who never complained and displayed so much patient endurance with the challenges they faced. 

				When I arrived at the monastery gate after the alms round, I had an amazing experience when I realised that I had managed to complete every activity that had raised doubts in my mind. I felt that I really had no excuse not to try the monk's life now. I reflected that even though there were challenges, I was confident that I could physically and mentally cope with them. As I walked into the gate, of Wat Pah Nanachat that morning, I contemplated that I was ready to give up everything and train as a Buddhist monk. I was happy to dedicate my life to that goal. At the moment that I stepped through the threshold of the monastery gate, I experienced a deep feeling of joy and rapture that pervaded my entire body and mind. I had to pause for a moment. All the feelings of tiredness from the overnight meditation disappeared; and my mind was unusually bright and peaceful. I could not think of any reason to be concerned or anxious about my future. It seemed that to live as a monk for the rest of my life and practise Dhamma for the end of suffering was a real possibility. 
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				The Joy Of Determining To Become A Monk

				The rapturous state of mind lasted for several days. I had previously experienced rapture and joy arising strongly in meditation, but now it arose from the contemplation of spending my life as a renunciant; and reflecting on the benefits of the monastic life over the lay life. It made that day easily memorable as the day when I fully committed to training as a monk. I realised that I was capable of doing it; and then experienced the joy and the sense of release that came from making that decision. 

				I spent three months in the monastery as a white-robed Anagārikā until October 1983. I used my time to meditate, learn Buddhist chanting, study the texts and the monastic discipline and serve the community. I learnt how to bow, how to eat one meal a day mindfully and silently from a bowl, and how to live in the forest in a kuti without electricity or a toilet. During my first few days staying in a kuti, each time I walked through the door, I put my hand out to turn on the non-existent electric light switch. It was force of habit. I found that the life in the forest exposed many habitual ways of thinking and acting and some of them made me smile. I wanted to learn as much as I could about the monk’s life so that the transition from lay life to living in a monastery would be easier. 

				In the rains retreat of 1983, the community at Wat Pah Nanachat was small and included only a few monks and novices and a couple of white-robed Anagārikās. One part of my training involved serving the Sangha. This included making the evening drink on the open fire in the kitchen, helping to offer food in the morning and accompanying the senior monk when he went outside the monastery for monastic business. I sometimes travelled with the senior monk and carried funds to pay for a local taxi or bus. Serving the monastic community 
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				included many duties, but I realised that it brought me closer to the monks and helped me familiarise with many of the training rules and practices that were part of the monk’s life. Serving Ajahn Pasanno and the monks also gave me the opportunity to visit other monasteries; and in particular to visit Luang Por Chah at Wat Nong Pah Pong.

				Meeting The Real Luang Por Chah

				To get to Wat Nong Pah Pong in those days, we walked through some villages and across the rice fields for about eight kilometres. When I visited Luang Por Chah I was unable to talk to him or the Thai monks. However, I could talk to Ajahn Pabakharo, the American monk who was in charge of the team of monks caring for Luang Por Chah. I sensed the peaceful energy emanating from Luang Por Chah and enjoyed meditating quietly when I was at his kuti. Everyone around him seemed to be alert, mindful and on their best behaviour. I regularly glimpsed how well the monks cared for their sick teacher and indeed any monk in the monastery who was sick. I observed how much close attention the monks gave to attending on Luang Por Chah and saw that it came from the qualities of reverence, respect and gratitude to the teacher. The monks practised mindfulness in their daily life, and this made them all the more skilled in the duties they undertook taking care of Luang Por Chah. In his presence, I recollected the BBC documentary I had seen a few years before. The peaceful atmosphere of the monastery and the devotion of the monks supported their mindful and restrained behaviour when they were around Luang Por Chah, at whatever time of day and night. 

				I made a determination to return to Ubon and become a monk as soon as I had finished my degree. Part of me wanted to stay on and not return to England, but I considered that it would be best for my peace of mind as a monk, if I first took leave 
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				from my parents, family and friends; cleared up all my business; and gave away my possessions, before committing to the monastic training. Before I left the monastery in October, I told Ajahn Pasanno that I would return the following September to continue the training. He probably thought that I was just another meditator who imagined himself as a monk but would disappear from the monastery and never to be seen again.

				Cultivating The Spiritual Perfections. Making Pizza.

				During the final months of 1983 and the beginning of 1984, I visited Chithurst Buddhist Monastery in southern England whenever I could. I had not known about Luang Por Chah’s new monastery before I went to Thailand, but once the monks at Wat Pah Nanachat gave me the address, it made me happy to know that I could go there and offer food, help out with the building work and meditate with the Sangha. I joined one of Luang Por Sumedho’s meditation retreats and cooked food for the Sangha when I had the chance. I noticed the difference with Thailand and how few people took food to the monastery in those days. The monastery was only one and a half hours drive from my parents’ house so occasionally, I borrowed my mother’s car and leaving home at 5:00 am, reached the monastery in time for the morning work meeting. Sometimes I cooked pizza in the big oven for the twenty residents, using some of the skills I had gained working in commercial kitchens. I was happy to help in the kitchen and cook the meal for the community, and do the washing up afterwards. I also helped with building one of the first kutis in the forest. If I could not borrow a car, I went by train and then walked or hitched a ride to the monastery. Luang Por Sumedho always remembered me attending his teachings as the student called Daniel.

				I had not realised there was a monastery in England before I went to Thailand, but the reason I did not train as a monk 
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				there was because I had made a strong mental determination when I was at Wat Pah Nanachat; and when I was sitting with Luang Por Chah. I was committed to return to train with the Sangha under Luang Por Chah. It never seemed appropriate to change my plans. I was happy with the decision because I knew that living in Thailand would keep me far from many of the temptations of the lay life and be close to my teacher. 

				I realised my time left as a layman was short, so I became more disciplined in my meditation practice; and observing the five and occasionally eight precepts. I wanted to get rid of all my possessions before I left home, and leave no burdens for my family. This allowed me some fun giving things away which shocked my friends and family; and convinced them that I was serious about becoming a monk. I gave away my motorbike to a friend who found it hard to accept that I did not want any payment in return. I invited friends to take records and tapes from my huge record collection. Whatever I could not give to friends I gave to charity.

				At university, my tutor asked me what I intended to do after I finished my degree and when I replied that I was going to train as a Buddhist monk in Thailand, his jaw dropped and he stood speechless as if I had told him I was terminally ill. When I shared my plans to the father of my close friend and housemate, he responded as if I was dead to the world already. Unfortunately, my other housemate had become addicted to heroin during our time at university and was suspended from the university even though he was a clever student. His life had gone downhill and out of compassion, I paid all his rent and bills for the last six months of my time in Bristol. When his parents found out and wanted to repay me, I told them that I was becoming a monk and had no use for the money. They also found it hard to understand my generosity.
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				Buddhism was considered such a minority religion in those days that most people could not fathom why I wanted to become a monk. My parents were disappointed but were hoping that I would ordain temporarily and change my mind at some point. Many friends were even critical of my decision and spoke to me as if I was throwing my life and education away. Some friends were simply shocked and others did not believe I would actually go through with it. I fully understood why no one supported me in my choice to return to Thailand, but was grateful that no one tried to stop me or make it difficult for me to travel. Actually, I was surprised how easy it was to separate from my friends, but I had been mentally preparing to become a monk for several years; and once I spent three months in the monastery and returned from Thailand, my mind was completely set on its goal. Although it was not easy to leave my family and friends behind, I felt that nothing could stop me.

				At the beginning of September 1984, I volunteered to drive the monks from Chithurst Monastery to the newly acquired Amaravati Monastery on the day they officially moved into the new property. The English Sangha Trust had purchased the old school property that became Amaravati Monastery and as I had recently sold my electric guitar and amplifier for about one thousand pounds, I offered the money towards the purchase of the new monastery and made my last donation before becoming a monk. I stuffed the money into an envelope and put it into the donation box which was sitting on the floor of an empty room as it had only just been unloaded from a truck. I had given away all my possessions except a small amount of clothing and money to get me to Thailand. I paid respects to Luang Por Sumedho and the young Ajahn Sucitto; and a few days later I flew to Bangkok with my sister.
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				“

				Abandoning the dark way,

				let the wise man cultivate the bright path.

				Having gone from home to homelessness,

				let him yearn for that delight in detachment,

				so difficult to enjoy.

				Giving up sensual pleasures,

				with no attachment,

				let the wise man

				cleanse himself of defilements of the mind.

				Dhammapada 87-88
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				Leaving Home For The Homeless Life

				Saying Goodbye And Going Forth

				My thoughts and feelings about my future were very different when I left for my second trip to Thailand, in September 1984, compared with my first trip there in 1983. My parents cried when I left home because they were not sure if they would ever see me again. Neither of them really understood what becoming a Buddhist monk meant, and what the lifestyle was like; but they did sense my strong commitment to the training, and that things would not be quite the same again. My sister bravely and kindly travelled to Thailand with me to give me some support and reassure the family about the place where I was going to live. I was calm and at ease with my decision to leave, but sad because I knew that I was leaving family and friends behind. Quite possibly I knew I would never return to England. There was a possibility I might never see anybody I knew ever again, and that I was unlikely to live in the places I was familiar with or participate in many of the activities I was used to. Fortunately, I had already spent three months in Wat Pah Nanachat, so I could visualise the life I was intending to lead in Thailand, and focused my mind on that, rather than on what I was leaving behind in England. In the days when air travel was expensive and limited, there were no phones or internet, I knew that it would be difficult to keep in close contact and everyone would have to get used to that.
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				I took my sister on a brief sightseeing tour in Thailand since she had travelled so far, and wherever we went people thought we were partners. When I told them we were brother and sister, and that she was sending me off to become a monk, the Thai people we met were really surprised but very happy for me. On her last day in the country, I took her to the old Bangkok International Airport at Don Muang and just before we separated at the departure gate, she became so overwhelmed by her emotions that her legs turned to jelly and she fell to the ground crying. I also felt emotional, but thought I should remain calm and strong, so I tried not to show it. Suddenly a huge crowd of people formed around us as they saw my sister sobbing uncontrollably. They wondered what was going on. Even the security guards came over to see what the commotion was as these two young foreigners clutched each other on the ground; as one of them cried her eyes out. We ended up surrounded by twenty or thirty people who seemed genuinely concerned for my sister as we hugged and said our farewells. After we separated, I headed off to the bus station to get an overnight bus to Ubon. Although I had been maintaining my calm up until that point, as soon as the bus pulled out of the depot, tears flowed down my cheeks and I continued to cry for several hours afterwards. I cried because I realised that it was the end of my lay life. One of the monks had previously told me that becoming a monk was like dying to the world and I understood what he meant. I knew in my heart that I was going to ordain as a monk for the rest of my life and was not sure that I would ever return to England again; or even see my family. It was like a part of me was dying inside.

				Anagārikā Ordination

				By the time the bus arrived in Ubon the next morning, I felt settled and completely happy to enter the monastery. I had let out all the emotions that arose from leaving home. Now I was free to continue cultivating the Dhamma and follow in the footsteps 
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				of the Buddha. Ajahn Pasanno received me with a smile and said that he thought I would return. I had kept in touch with the monastery by sending letters with cash donations hidden in the envelopes and I had also been supporting a disadvantaged family I had met the year before. They had a son with only one leg. Ajahn Pasanno and the monks knew I had already trained as an Anagārikā the previous year and hearing that I had done all the groundwork for leaving the lay life, they quickly shaved my head, gave me the eight precepts and ordained me as a white-robed Anagārikā. 

				As an Anagārikā, I tried to make myself useful by assisting the community as I had done in the previous rains retreat of 1983. I put effort into learning the verses recited during the morning and evening chanting sessions and the meal blessings. My meditation practice became more settled now that I had no worries about the lay life and with no other business to distract me. I was thankful I had prepared myself for entry into the monastic life. I had decisively left the lay life and all my initial doubts about entering the monastery had been put to rest. Nevertheless, I faced many new challenges as I learned to live in the jungle, follow the training in Dhamma and Vinaya and adjust to monastic life full time. I was experiencing a little less pain in my legs by then as I had been meditating regularly for over four years, but as an Anagārikā, I had to sit on the floor for many hours a day without cushions or support. The pain level in my legs started to increase again each day, and I had no choice but to bear with it. The heat, humidity, hunger and mosquitoes taught me the value of patience from the first day in the jungle monastery; and tested me to see if I was really prepared to abandon dosa or ill-will. I quickly came to understand how much the mosquitoes were helping me to learn and cultivate the Dhamma on a daily basis and why Luang Por Chah called them “Ajahn Mosquito”.
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				Changing my lifestyle from living in urban England to the Thai jungle meant that I now faced daily encounters with biting ants, poisonous snakes, centipedes, scorpions, frogs, civet cats, water buffaloes, heat, and humidity, and in addition, meditators and travellers arriving from all over the world. I remember coming down from my kuti one morning being determined to walk to the meditation hall without losing my mindfulness and clear comprehension, only to be completely caught out when I almost tripped over an outstretched Russell’s Viper laying on the path. I had not noticed the snake because I was so quickly lost in my thoughts. I avoided stepping on the snake’s head with my bare foot, but only by a couple of centimetres. After recovering my composure, I scolded myself for being so unmindful. I determined to walk on towards the meditation hall with extra mindfulness and full awareness just like the monks in the time of the Buddha, only to completely miss a second Russell’s Viper outstretched across the path in a similar position, about ten metres further along. I was disappointed to see how swiftly I had lost my mindfulness again after only a few steps and how I became lost in my daydreaming. I laughed at how easily my mind stopped paying attention even when the consequences were potentially lethal, and I thanked the pair of snakes who appeared to be there only to show me how poor my practice of mindfulness was as I walked on the path to the meditation hall. After that memorable morning, I decided that all the animals in the jungle were my friends and teachers, and was grateful to them for revealing to me how easily distracted I became when lost in my moods and imagination.

				A big test of my patience and tolerance in the early days of monastic training arose when learning to live with other people in the community. I learnt to receive instructions and teachings from the monks and novices as well as learning to navigate the views, opinions, and moods of the other lay residents in the 
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				monastery. I quickly came to realise that once living as an alms mendicant, others look at you as though you are public property. When they see that you belong to everyone, some think that you should be ready to listen to the opinions of everyone. Sometimes total strangers walked up to me and expressed their views and opinions about Buddhism or told me what I should be doing in my life in a way, that people do not normally talk to each other in other areas of society. Monastics are training themselves in restraint and cultivating mindful speech and action; and this includes cultivating patience and kindness towards other people, even when you disagree with them. One trains oneself to have enough awareness not to automatically argue or act on grudges; and replace old habits with the restraint of sila or virtuous conduct. Sometimes that is easy to achieve, sometimes not. 

				Every day, I spent some time working in the kitchen. Occasionally, I found that I was the sounding board for new visitors from overseas who sometimes blamed me personally for the kind of food that was offered in the monastery. They did not seem to acknowledge that it was all donated by kind and generous Buddhists; and criticised the food for being of low nutritional value or not organic enough or not suitable for their dietary requirements. Often the Anagārikā receives the negative comments people have about the monastery, the rules of training or the way the monastery is set up, even though the Anagārikā has the least influence on such decisions and events. I soon learnt that the kitchen is like the frontline of the monastery, in the battle, to manage mindfully and wisely, the influx of various views and opinions coming in from the rest of the world.

				One day, a group of Christian missionaries caught me in the kitchen while I was making the evening drink for the community; and attempted to persuade me to leave the monastery with 
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				them and return home to my Christian roots. They told me that I needed to go back to where they thought I ‘really’ belonged. I learnt to smile and listen and try not to get too involved with anyone who was not fully supportive of the monastic lifestyle and practice. I looked at the incident in a similar way to those times when I almost stepped on poisonous snakes and found that if I could keep my sense of humour and not take things too seriously, it was easier to let go and re-establish mindfulness and full awareness. The monastery kitchen was a melting pot for people’s ideas as well as their food. Even Buddhists could cling tightly to their ideals about the way the world, the monastery and their lives should be. The majority were very positive and supportive of our efforts to study and practise Dhamma, but a few were happy to inform me how they thought I should be practising differently and what I should believe in.

				Apart from encountering the views and opinions of everyone else, I had to observe my own clinging to views and the sense of self; and appreciated how much Luang Por Chah’s teachings to monastics were focused on this. I was motivated to learn and train, but of course, my mind could still be caught up in its own petty grudges and complaints. I became used to a certain amount of quiet mumbling and grumbling in the back of my consciousness. I took this as normal and realised that I would not be able to cut off all my mental proliferation just like that. I quickly learnt why Luang Por Chah encouraged practitioners to rely on patient endurance as the best quality to burn off mental defilements.

				I was given a rusty old iron bowl from the store and had to follow the monks out on daily almsround. My iron bowl had three holes in the bottom which had repeatedly been sealed with epoxy and other substances over the years, but it never 
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				stayed sealed for long because I used the bowl to receive food and washed it every day, leading to a chemical reaction with the food which gradually dissolved the epoxy filling. Sometimes little packets of food items wrapped in banana leaves were offered on almsround and these leaked out juices which eventually worked its way out of the bottom of the bowl and dripped onto my less than pristine white robes. I considered that compared with the intense pain in my feet from walking on the gravel tracks, a few food stains on my white robes seemed like a small problem. 

				It was the end of the rainy season. The fields and monastery were flooded, the air was damp and humid. Almost from the first week in the monastery, I came down with strange fevers that could sap my energy for a few days at a time. They were debilitating and there seemed to be no real medicine available in the monastery other than rest, fasting and drinking plenty of water. Eventually, I caught dengue fever which did require medicine from the hospital and twice as much rest as what I called the ‘ordinary’ type of fever. The illness put me out on my back for about seven days. I could not eat and lay down on a straw mat on the wooden floor of my hut most of the day. On the first morning after I came down with fever, my fellow Anagārikā kindly brought me a bowl full of food from the kitchen. He was British with a sense of humour and when he placed the bowl on the floor next to me, I noticed three large, cooked cicadas on top of the food. I could not eat anything, let alone cicadas! 

				Crossing The Waters Of Suffering

				Not long after I recovered from dengue fever, a request came for an Anagārikā to assist at Wat Keuan, the branch monastery on a peninsula at the Sirinthon Dam. This was a favourite place of practice with Luang Por Chah before he became too ill to visit. The senior monk needed an Anagārikā to help pilot the boat 
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				that the monks depended on as a lifeline, to receive their daily food from the villages, on the shore of the reservoir and to offer any food or drinks to the three resident monks in the monastery. There was so little material support for the monastery that a resident Anagārikā would be really helpful to the community. I was asked to go and it seemed like a good chance for me to live in a large secluded forest and learn the Thai language. I had no experience with boat engines or canoes but assumed that if I practised mindfulness and was willing to learn then I might be of some use to the community.

				On a normal day, no one visited the monastery. Once a week, a few lay people visited the monastery on the Observance Day to make offerings and receive the precepts from the monks. Each day, the three monks collected a small amount of alms food from the villages on the edge of the water, and returned to the forest by boat, without any lay visitors. I piloted the motorboat for the monks and under careful guidance of one local monk, collected edible mushrooms as we walked back through the forest from the boat landing. Occasionally, I collected fruit from the mango and banana trees planted by the nuns who formerly resided in the monastery. Luang Por Chah had asked the nuns to return to Wat Nong Pah Pong out of concern for their safety, as their vegetable garden had regularly been raided by elephants. Further, the monastery was so close to the border with Laos, it was considered a dangerous and lawless area with armed men roaming around. Before I left Wat Pah Nanachat, someone told me that I was going to a district that was like the wild west. I replied that the monastery was actually located in an easterly direction from Ubon so I should be fine.

				The only stores in the monastery kitchen were some dried chilli and tinned fish, so being a vegetarian meant that I became very thin very quickly. I was more interested in training in 
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				meditation, learning the Thai language and studying chanting than the quality of my diet, so the lack of vegetarian food did not bother me. Once in a while, some fruit or edible leaves were offered, and I got by. The low point of my stay in the monastery was the day when I cut up a watermelon into four pieces, one for each monastic including myself, but found that when the tray with the watermelon pieces arrived at the bottom of the line of monastics, there only seemed to be rind, juice and pips left for me. I poured the juice into my ball of sticky rice and just got on with my meal.

				The remoteness of the monastery meant that there was little material support for the resident Sangha, but I felt that the peaceful ambience and the beauty of the large natural forest made up for the lack of mundane comforts. I started camping in the jungle using the traditional umbrella tent for the first time in my monastic life. The one personal possession worth anything that I had brought with me from the lay life was a small digital clock, but one day I returned to my umbrella tent after the meal and found that it was gone. I never knew whether it was a hunter or a monkey that took the clock, but I sensed it was a necessary teaching that I should renounce every last possession from the lay life. The loss of the clock was inconvenient because one of my duties was to ring the wake-up bell for the community at 3:00am every morning, and afterwards I had to guess the correct time to get up and walk one kilometre to the meditation hall. The meditation hall did have a clock, so I checked my arrival time each morning and then either waited or rushed to ring the bell depending on how accurately I had guessed the time. I remember one morning I was so anxious not to miss the 3:00am deadline to ring the bell that I arrived at the meditation hall at 1:00am. 
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				One day, we received an invitation for the monks to eat in a house next to the boat landing on the mainland. Luang Por Chah’s niece was getting married at the house and many senior monks from different branch monasteries were invited to eat a meal and give blessings. Luang Por Liem, Ajahn Anek and Ajahn Toon attended with a dozen other senior monks. I took the boat over to the house from the monastery and ended up sitting at the end of a long line of distinguished Dhamma teachers. When the monks chanted the auspicious verses of protection before the meal, I could only mouth along, because I had not had time to learn the chanting. The other monks chanted confidently and beautifully but no words emerged from my mouth and I felt ashamed. At that moment, I determined to memorise all the Paritta chants (verses of protection). I had plenty of time available in the forest, so I used it to commit the chants to memory, because I never wanted to sit in a blessing ceremony unable to chant again. By the time I took ordination as a novice monk I had memorised all of the chants.

				On that auspicious occasion, I also had the chance to look after the visiting senior monks. After the ceremony, I took them across the reservoir in the boat to visit the monastery. Luang Por Liem was very kind to me and at one point after the resident monks had led everyone on a guided tour of the island, he sat down and told me in perfect English that I must make the effort to learn the Thai language and practice speaking it every day. His English pronunciation was perfect and for a second time that day, I was put to shame because I could not reply in Thai. This led me to make a second resolution that I must learn to speak the Thai language fluently so that I could communicate properly with my teachers.

			

		

	
		
			
				85

			

		

		
			
				Leaving Home For The Homeless Life

			

		

		
			
				It was the dry season. I continued to live simply and camp in the jungle for another month. Each day, I assisted the monks by driving the boat and looking after the simple but bare, monastery kitchen. I learnt Thai and memorised the chanting. I became accustomed to meeting wild animals such as wild pigs and monkeys. I relied on my faith in the Buddha and Luang Por Chah, combined with my youthful strength and endurance to get through the various physical hardships. Each day, I was bitten by ants and mosquitoes and lost possessions to the monkeys, but fortunately, I did not get malaria.
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				Dtao Dtum Hermitage in 2004.
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				Here, Ānanda, 

				having gone to the forest,

				to the foot of a tree or to an empty hut,

				a monk reflects thus:

				“This is peaceful, this is sublime,

				that is, the stilling of all formations,

				the relinquishment of all acquisitions,

				the destruction of craving, cessation,

				Nibbāna.”

				Anguttara Nikaya 10.60

			

		

	
		
		

	
		
			[image: ]
		

		
			
				89

			

		

		
			
				7

				Novice Ordination

				A New Name

				In December 1984, I received a message to return to Wat Pah Nanachat to prepare for my novice ordination (Pabbajjā). I had about one week left to measure, cut and sew a set of robes, and memorise the ordination chanting. In those days, there was very little good quality robe cloth available. As I was a junior member of the community, the monk in charge of the store gave me the poorest quality village cloth to sew into a novice’s robe. The cloth was so coarse that it was difficult to sew properly, and it did not accept the natural dye that we made from the heartwood of the jackfruit tree. I had to add some chemical dye to the mix, which is always a risk as you can end up with some strange and unsightly colours if you get the mixture wrong. Sure enough, my new robe came out with an unusual golden orange hue, and it looked a different colour from the robes worn by the rest of the monks. Luang Por Chah was too ill to perform ordinations at that time, so my novice ordination was conducted by Luang Por Maha Amorn at Wat Nong Pah Pong on 21 December 1984. I put on my roughly sewn and uneven coloured novice’s robe which did not look the best, but what the robe lacked was made up for by my happiness to receive the novice ordination and on that day, I was given the Pali name, Kalyano.
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				Ajahn Kalyano at Wat Marp Jan in 1993.
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				Finding The Beautiful Mind

				The name Kalyano means one who is good or one who is beautiful in the Dhamma. The phrase beautiful in the Dhamma refers to the beautiful and attractive nature of wholesome (kusala) mental states. The Buddha taught us to cultivate wholesome mental states, abandon unwholesome mental states and purify our minds from the mental defilements rooted in greed, hatred and delusion. My new name gave me a daily reminder to cultivate the beautiful states of mind; but to achieve that, I needed to wade through some of the ugly mental states my conditioning brought up, and keep uprooting them.

				Once I started wearing the ochre-coloured robes, I felt a surge of enthusiasm to study and practise the Dhamma-Vinaya for the goal of overcoming suffering. I had more self-confidence because I was now wearing robes of the same colour and design as those worn by the Buddha and his enlightened disciples. In fact, I did not wear my novice robes very well at first; and received the nick name “road sweeper” on alms round, because as I walked across the paddy fields and around the village, sometimes the back of my robe slipped down and without my realising, dragged along the ground as I walked. I still had the heavy iron bowl which I had used as an Anagārikā and it needed constant care and attention to stop it from leaking. I had memorised the auspicious Paritta chanting, the regular morning and evening reflections, and the mealtime blessings, so I felt more confident when I sat and chanted in front of lay people at the meal or during the Puja sessions. I noticed how many new monks and novices can feel self-conscious and awkward about receiving alms and sitting on a raised seat in front of the laity. I found that by being confident in my chanting helped steady my mind and removed any doubt about being unworthy of support from the lay devotees.
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				I continued to put effort into my practice of sitting and walking meditation as I had been instructed by Luang Por Liem and Ajahn Pasanno. I also began to keep some of the dhutaṅga or ascetic practices for forest dwellers. These are a group of thirteen ascetic practices taken on to improve one’s effort in reducing and wearing away the mental defilements of greed, anger and delusion. I took up the forest dweller’s practice and set up my umbrella tent on the ground at the foot of a tree near the kuti assigned to me. I determined not to use the kuti at all for the rest of the dry season. I was also resolute only to use the robes given to me on the day of my ordination; and to eat my daily meal from my alms bowl in one sitting only and not to take any other food items at other times. On the Observance Day, I undertook not to lie down for the whole night and only allowed myself to use the sitting and walking postures. Another of the ascetic practices is staying in a cemetery or cremation ground; and as the monastery itself was a cremation ground, we regularly participated in funeral ceremonies and open-air cremations for the villagers. I began sitting up next to the fire, through the night, whenever there was a cremation. I took on the practices out of faith in the Buddha; and following in the footsteps of Luang Por Chah.

				After I moved into the jungle and began sleeping on the forest floor, I undertook a seven-day fast for the first time. I found that living in simplicity was quite helpful for observing how desires and attachments arise, as I habitually thought about seeking comfort; and distracting myself through indulgence in different sense objects and experiences. It was the end of the year; and I knew that previously in my lay life, I would spend time with family and friends enjoying parties, and overindulging in sensuality. Living in the forest, I focused my mind on letting go and practising contentment with having few possessions and distractions. I found that simplicity was a great teacher. The 
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				way I remembered my family members back in England was through dedicating my efforts in the practice to them. I reflected on Luang Por Chah’s teaching that the peace and well-being that arises from living the holy life gives rise to inner joy which is food for the heart. The joy that arises from the practice is for our benefit but also for the benefit of others. I dedicated any goodness arising from my practice to my parents and all other sentient beings.

				As a novice, my mind was still unpredictable, as it was for everyone else. I tried to make consistent effort in sitting and walking meditation; and accepted that sometimes mindfulness would be strong, and sometimes weak. I realised the more I expected from the practice, the easier it was to be disappointed, so I tried to find contentment in making effort rather than judging my practice based on the results or expected results. I found the best time to meditate for me was usually between about 5.00pm and 7.00pm, when the day’s meal had been fully digested and the body was light so I was not sleepy. At that time, I found it easiest for my mind to settle into a state of calm and meditation was usually enjoyable. As a novice monk, I had a duty to help prepare and serve the evening drink for the rest of the community at 5.00pm each day, which meant that I faced a choice between taking the evening drink of tea or coffee with the community, which I quite enjoyed, or returning to my umbrella tent to meditate and missing the drink. Some days it was not an easy choice, but my enthusiasm for developing meditation meant that more often than not, I missed the drink and returned to my camp under the trees to continue meditating.

				Meditating later in the evening or at night was more challenging due to the heat, mosquitoes, and sleepiness. Late at night, I often reverted to walking meditation to counter the sleepiness, and was content doing so, until I reached the time I had 
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				determined to rest. I often memorised verses of chanting when walking meditation in addition to reciting the meditation word ‘Buddho’. Before sleeping, I determined the time I planned to wake up and found that my mind would wake me up around the time I had agreed with myself, without having to rely on an alarm clock. I have never needed to use the alarm on my clock for the entire time I have lived the monastic life. I found that I had more energy for sitting meditation in the early morning; and so I often arose at 2:00am and went out to meditate in the main hall shortly afterwards. The air temperature was cool and the forest was quiet at that time. 

				On the Observance Days, I made my goal to sit for the whole night in one place without getting up. I still had to endure much pain in my legs, but slowly I increased the length of time I 

				could sit in meditation without getting up from one hour, to two hours; to three hours and so on. I found that focusing on sitting without changing posture for longer periods improved 

				my practice of patience, made my mindfulness and effort firmer, 

				and I learnt how to examine and contemplate my moods and mental proliferation more closely. I found that the hindrances to samādhi sometimes dropped away and I experienced periods of stillness. My ability to be patient and endure through the 

				various negative emotions and mental states that the practice of all-night sitting inevitably stimulated, improved. Sitting through 

				the night was one of the most useful practices I undertook

				because the extended periods of time cultivating mindfulness

				helped me to see my thoughts, moods and feelings arise and pass away constantly; and I learnt how superficial and 

				temporary mental states are by nature.

				Meditating as a novice, there were many times when my mind was not very peaceful and besieged by sleepiness, aversion to pain, discomfort and craving for various pleasures. I then found 
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				that putting forth determined effort over and over again slowly brought results. Listening to teachings from visiting senior monks was both inspiring and informative. The Dhamma teachings that they gave were directly relevant to the practice. I could relate to their stories and recollections of their own struggles with the mental defilements; and quickly appreciated why the Buddha encouraged noble friendship as an invaluable part of the practice. Luang Por Jun was one of Luang Por Chah’s senior disciples who regularly visited us and recounted his own efforts in developing the sitter’s practice. He told us how he was determined to tame his mind from its habitual laziness and dullness, and how he found determining to practice without lying down a skilful means to develop persistent energy. He reminded me that when you take on the practice of not lying down, you need to ground yourself in the qualities of self-control, composure, and goodwill for others, because when we push against our mental defilements, it is common for us to experience aversion and negative mental states which can lead us to break the precepts or act unskilfully. He shared that during one rains retreat he had determined to sit on a termite mound next to a tree that had spiky thorns growing out of it for three months. He did this to counter dullness and drowsiness, and said that if he was overcome by drowsiness and started to nod, his head would hit the thorns on the tree and wake him up.

				As I adjusted to the routine in my first year, I used the monastic training rules to develop more mindfulness and restraint. They helped me find new levels of energy and renunciation that I had not experienced or known when practising as a layman. I realised that the development of mindfulness and insight slowly brings rewards as one weakens and let go of some of the mental defilements, and the mind becomes brighter. I noticed how my attitudes and perceptions were gradually maturing and I inclined more towards people and activities that supported the 
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				practice. I found that making effort to go against the mental defilements made me feel exhausted too, but at least I knew that it was due to putting forth wholesome effort in the practice. I felt that the feelings of tiredness and frustration from training my mind were a necessary part of the practice I had to get used to. I did not try to blame anyone else for those feelings, but I did reflect on what was the middle way in putting forth effort and accepted that sometimes I got things wrong and tried too hard or too little.

				Nimittas - A Blessing Or A Curse?

				During the first year of my meditation at Wat Pah Nanachat, as an Anagārikā and then as a novice, I experienced lots of different visions or nimittas. In the beginning, whenever I closed my eyes to meditate, I experienced mental images and visions arising straight away, even though I aimed to establish mindfulness on the in-and-out breath. The visions included images of people, places and even brief scenes and interactions between different people. Some faces and places I recognised, but many I did not. I had no wish to experience such images, but they seemed to arise naturally as I was improving my mindfulness and letting go of the hindrances to meditation; and because I was eating and sleeping less than when I was a layman. Sometimes I spent an entire meditation session observing different images arising and passing away and there was little I could do to stop them. I continued to contemplate the impermanent nature of all visions and images. I could not stop them, but I could know them as impermanent, unsatisfactory and not-self. When I reflected in this way, my mind did not make much out of them. It often took ages for my mind to calm down and only then I experienced some clarity and lucid awareness for a while without any visions disturbing me. 

				I had to learn patience as I experienced so many different images and visions, and most of them did not have any clear meaning 
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				or make any sense in themselves. The majority of the visions seemed to come from old mental impressions of the lay life. They could be tiresome and distracting. I kept bringing to mind the teaching of Luang Por Chah that nothing is certain; and that one should cling to nothing. I took the teaching to heart; and spent much of my time merely observing the arising and passing away of visions, rather than reacting to them, trying to stop them, or analysing them for any deeper meaning. There were also vivid dreamlike images of people who I did not know, or places that I did not recognise. Some people were well-dressed and seemed to have some merit, some people were clearly in a state of suffering. Some people appeared acting in wholesome ways; some were breaking the precepts. I just watched the images arise and pass away. Even when sitting in meditation in the main hall as I prepared to chant a blessing before the meal, I found myself beset by visions whenever I closed my eyes. All I knew for sure was that, whatever is subject to arising is subject to cessation. 

				Slowly, during the second year in the monastery, the experience of constant visions began to fade, and I was able to concentrate on the breath more easily. Eventually, I reached a level of normality where I still had visions arise from time to time, in my meditation, especially when my mind was calm and bright, but they were no longer overwhelming or distracting. As my level of mindfulness and understanding improved, and the number of visions and images I experienced reduced, I found that my own insight into the transient nature of physical and mental phenomena strengthened. I could examine the Four Noble Truths and see them more clearly in my experience. If I saw a wholesome vision or image associated with the monastery, other monks or the Buddha, I observed how it was accompanied by a subtle pleasant feeling and stimulated other wholesome mental states. I noticed how even pleasant feelings can stimulate 
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				craving. If I had a vision of a place or a person or some material thing that triggered craving, I observed its impermanence and started to notice how repeatedly giving in to craving leads it to harden into clinging and creates a sense of self. If the image was unwholesome, I tried to maintain mindfulness and contemplated what craving was triggered and looked for the insight to let it go.

				Eventually, I reached a point where I experienced almost no visual images arising at all and after that, I only experienced visions when I was calm and initially entered samādhi or else when I was withdrawing from a state of samādhi. When I was calm and still, visions had no disturbing effect on my mind. One of the first clear images that arose out of a state of calm was of the senior monk Luang Por Panyananda. He was a well-known Dhamma teacher and visited the monastery occasionally. Just before the first time I met him; and before I knew what he looked like, I saw a clear image of him surrounded by a beautiful aura and he encouraged me to take ordination as a monk. When he actually arrived at the monastery, I quickly volunteered to assist in looking after him and continued to assist him each time he visited the monastery on subsequent occasions. I even helped him on one of his visits to Amaravati Monastery in England. He was very kind to the foreign students of Luang Por Chah and before I was able to speak Thai fluently, he encouraged me by speaking to me in English.

				Luang Por Chah - A Fountain Of Inspiration

				When I was training as a novice, I sometimes had the chance to visit and pay respects to Luang Por Chah. It was uplifting to be able to bow to him whilst I was wearing the ochre robes that had been handed down to us from the Buddha. Luang Por Chah was no longer teaching, but there was always such a bright, positive and peaceful atmosphere around him that everyone seemed a little bit more mindful in his presence. I noticed that being in 
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				his presence also stimulated good conversations about Dhamma practice. It seemed like the radiance of Luang Por Chah’s peaceful mind filled the whole monastery; and boosted our own level of mindfulness and insight. Most of us experienced a strong sense of gratitude and appreciation for his teachings; and it was expressed in the way the monastics conducted themselves. I found that with the qualities of faith and gratitude present, many of the monastic training rules that we followed became more meaningful. 

				Cultivating respect and reverence for the teacher; and developing patience in setting aside one’s own views and opinions, to follow the guidance is a central part of the training for forest monks. I was learning many of the monastic training rules for the first time; and I found that the rules and practices were supportive in making me more mindful and aware of my speech and actions. Assisting the teacher, even from a distance, brought up wholesome states of mind such as respect and mindfulness with clear comprehension and helped me let go of unskilful mental states. Putting effort into the training helped me replace many of the unskilful states of mind that I experienced from my previous conditioning in the lay life, with wholesome mental states arising from faith, mindfulness, wisdom, and effort.

				Visiting senior monks in other monasteries and receiving teachings was inspiring. In those days, when we travelled to another monastery, the junior monks and novices were required to sit in the back of an open truck. We usually travelled along the dusty roads of northeast Thailand, exposed to the sun, wind, rain and cold winter winds. Sometimes we visited poorer and undeveloped branch monasteries where the elderly Abbot might be frail and sick. Other times we visited brand new monasteries which consisted of just a few bamboo huts and a small open-sided hall with a grass roof where some more junior monks 

			

		

	
		
			
				100

			

		

		
			
				Peace From Within

			

		

		
			
				had been invited to live and practice. As a novice, I became used to roughing it, sleeping on floors in open-sided sheds or under trees, going without refreshments, taking cold baths and foregoing rest as we travelled. The hardships of travelling often seemed worth it when we had the opportunity to pay respects or listen to Dhamma from an experienced senior monk. When we visited a teacher such as Luang Por Tate or Luang Por La, the fatigue from the journey evaporated as soon we heard them teach, even if language was still a barrier for me as a novice.

				Each time we visited Luang Por Baen, we spent a night at his monastery in Sakhon Nakhon province. He gave us Dhamma teachings explaining, the ways of practice handed down to forest monks from the time of Luang Por Mun. He emphasised the importance of keeping the Vinaya, reminded us how to take care of our bowl and robes, and reflect on the way we used our requisites; develop wise reflection as we ate the daily meal with mindfulness and clear comprehension. He also instructed us on the importance of ācariyavatta or the practice of attending on the teacher. Luang Por Baen could talk at length on fundamental themes such as directing mindfulness to the body; and developing the perception of the unattractiveness of the body. It was inspiring to see how he led his community of monks in such a simple but dignified way. They had so much faith in him as a teacher that when the monks came together to clean up the monastery, he only needed to point his finger in the direction of a task that needed to be completed or some rubbish that needed tidying up, and an observant monk would get the job done, without either teacher or student having to discuss the matter or utter any words of explanation. 

				At the end of the rains, we travelled for Kaṭhina ceremonies in other branch monasteries; and at one new branch monastery, we were joined by Luang Por Chawp who was one of the 
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				senior living disciples of Luang Por Mun and considered a fully Enlightened Arahant. We had the good fortune to offer him a foot massage as he kindly stayed talking to the monks, late into the night. He encouraged us to put all our efforts into meditation while we were young and healthy; and encouraged us not to be put off by the physical or mental hardships we encountered in the course of our life as monks. I only had a rudimentary understanding of the Thai language at that time, but I remember Luang Por Chawp pointing to his chest and telling us that the Buddha taught monks to know the true nature of this body and mind. He repeated to us that we must know just this much.

				We also visited Luang Por Tate who had a serene presence, but a sharp and clever mind; and he quickly pointed out where a young monk was falling into wrong views about the practice. One monk told him that he was practising mindfulness directed to the mind itself and did not like contemplating the body, but Luang Por Tate quickly admonished him saying the realisation of the Four Noble Truths begins with contemplation of the body, and cannot happen without that. He encouraged us to give up our lives for the practice of the Dhamma and Vinaya.

				The Jungle Is Also A Teacher

				In February 1985, I was asked to return to help at Wat Keuan as the small number of resident monks were still struggling with the minimal material support they received from the generous but poor local villagers. It was the dry season which meant I was able to set up my umbrella tent in the depth of the jungle like before. This time I moved about one kilometre away from the main buildings into the remotest part of the monastery. The monastery was over 1,000 acres in size and contained many large old hardwood trees and a variety of larger and smaller wildlife.
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				At Wat Pah Nanachat, one of the main challenges had been to maintain mindfulness and compassion while living with and interacting with the residents and visitors who came from all over the world. At Wat Keuan however, the challenge was to maintain mindfulness and goodwill with the hardships arising out of the lack of material comfort; and the regular unpleasant encounters with wildlife. 

				Again, my duties included ringing the morning bell at 3:00am; and I needed to wake up at 2:00am and start walking to the meditation hall because I was camping so far away. I had kindly been given a small clock by Venerable Nyanaviro, my Malaysian novice friend, so I did not have to guess the time anymore. The monastery bell hung from a beam under the floor of the wooden meeting hall; and there happened to be a poisonous pit viper living in the vicinity. Every morning, I had to remember to keep an eye out for the snake while I rang the bell as she habitually sat coiled up watching me, just a few feet away. Sometimes she uncoiled herself and moved towards me just as I was ringing the bell. This resulted in a truncated version of the long and rhythmic series of strokes we used to strike the bell in the traditional way as I had to quickly back away from the bell because the snake was approaching. One time, I must have surprised her and she lunged at my bare feet as I was striking the bell, but luckily, she did not make contact. I thought that she was either an old associate who had come back from the past to give me a hard time; or else was similar to most of the monks and did not like being woken up so early in the morning. Either way, I formed a love-hate relationship with her.

				Staying under my umbrella tent helped me develop more patient endurance with the simple living conditions, the creatures and the weather, as I slept on the floor of the forest. Sometimes I was soaked by a surprise thunderstorm which actually cooled 
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			[image: Ajahn Kalyano sitting under a big tree at Dtao Dtum Hermitage in 2004, deep in the jungle, on the border of Thailand and Myanmar.]
		

		
			
				Under a giant forest tree at Dtao Dtum Hermitage in 2004, deep in the jungle, on the border of Thailand and Myanmar.

			

		

		
			
				things down, because at that time of year the air temperature could be stiflingly hot. I was regularly bitten by ants and threatened by scorpions and centipedes. Several times, I woke up suddenly in the middle of the night as soldier ants swarmed out of their underground nest and attacked me. I joked with the other monks that they were teaching me not to sleep too much. I regularly encountered wild boar and the largest ones were fierce. On a few occasions, I encountered the leader of the pack who had huge tusks and stomped his hooves on the ground disapprovingly to show me who was boss. He never attacked me, but just threatened me before charging off. 

			

		

	
		
			
				104

			

		

		
			
				Peace From Within

			

		

		
			
				One of the two junior Thai monks in residence was afraid of ghosts, and the other was afraid of the wild boar. I was more irritated by the heat and the ants, so we all had some aversion to contemplate and let go. At one point, the monk who was afraid of wild boar was sent out to stay in an umbrella tent to test his resolve and make him face up to his fears. By coincidence, that night there was an unexpected thunderstorm and all the animals in the jungle were stirred up by the continuous thunder and lightning that filled the night sky until dawn. In such violent storms, you could not lie down and sleep. All you could do was meditate under your umbrella while minimising your exposure to the incoming rain. At about midnight, the entire herd of 30 to 40 wild boars were running around the jungle, in all directions, stirred up by the storm. My friend sat still, tense with fear and suddenly a wild pig ran in under his mosquito net and sat down next to him on his wet mat. The very thing the monk feared was now right next to him. He spent the next few hours paralysed with fear, sitting next to a wet and smelly wild pig. In the morning, the monk and the wild pig parted company without incident. The monk later explained to us how helpful it was to come face-to-face with the thing he feared most of all. We were happy for him because the wild pig had not harmed him; and the monk seemed to have gained some understanding of the temporary and deluding nature of his fears.

				My duties as a novice in the monastery included looking after the kitchen due to absence of lay people helping. As there was so little food offered on the daily alms round, and there were no stores of food available in the kitchen, I could only look for fruit and vegetables from the surrounding fruit trees and old gardens of the monastery which had been neglected. I collected some bananas, mangoes and jack fruit when they were ripe, and offered them to the monks. My use of the Thai language 
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				was improving, and I had begun translating some of Luang Por Chah’s teachings into English. This included the story of the time he stayed temporarily in a deserted monastery; and had to let go of any sense of ownership of a mango tree when some villagers came through and asked him for permission to pick the ripe mangoes. Luang Por Chah contemplated the request and realised that wherever you create a sense of ownership or an attachment, it brings you suffering. 

				I came to understand this when I realised that even a monastery mango tree can bring you suffering if you cling to it with desire. When the mangoes on the trees in the central area of the monastery ripened, most of them were quickly taken by a pack of monkeys. I had planned to pick the mangoes to add to the daily meal offering for the community, but the monkeys forced me to let go of all my plans and expectations. A few mangoes remained and I thought that when they ripened, I would serve them with the meal; but not long afterwards a group of villagers passed through gathering fruit and leaves from the forest; and they picked the tree bare. In the end, I had watched dozens of mangoes ripen, but I had not been able to save a single one for the monks or myself. Before my frustration got the better of me, I contemplated that if you cling to one mango you suffer once and if you cling to dozens of mangoes, you suffer dozens of times. Luang Por Chah was right again.

			

		

	
		
			[image: Ajahn Chah in sitting meditation in a wooden hut
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				“One who wishes to reach the Buddha-Dhamma

				must firstly be one

				who has faith or confidence as a foundation.

				We must understand

				the meaning of Buddha-Dhamma as follows: 

				“Buddha: the One-Who-Knows (poo roo),

				the one who has purity, radiance

				and peace in the heart. 

				“Dhamma:

				the characteristics of purity, radiance and peace

				which arise from morality, concentration and wisdom.

				“Therefore one who is to reach the Buddha-Dhamma

				is one who cultivates and

				develops morality, concentration

				and wisdom within themselves.”

				Luang Por Chah

				‘Fragments of a Teaching’ in ‘Food for the Heart’
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				Preparation For A Second Birth - Bhikkhu Ordination

				Nesajjik’anga - Sitter’s Practice

				After five months at Wat Keuan, I was asked to return to Wat Pah Nanachat to join the annual rains retreat; and to prepare for my Bhikkhu ordination. When I returned to Wat Pah Nanachat, I took the opportunity to visit Luang Por Chah and give some assistance to the team caring for him. I was happy to give something back to the teacher with some small acts of service that novices could help with, such as washing his bedding, cleaning the moat around his kuti that prevented ants entering, and cleaning the veranda and garden area of his kuti. I felt more confident in helping the team that looked after him having spent many months living with Thai monks and learning the language more thoroughly. Even though I only performed menial tasks to support the monks, I reflected that I was still assisting the teacher and benefitting from his presence.

				I returned to Wat Pah Nanachat after two weeks with Luang Por Chah, and entered the rains retreat as a novice monk. I determined to take up the practice of nesajjik’anga or what is more commonly known as the sitter’s practice. I made a resolution not to lie down at any time. This is one of the thirteen 
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				dhutaṅga practices and I did not set myself any time limit on the duration of my resolution. Whenever I wanted to rest, I rested in the sitting posture, either leaning against a post or a wall. Taking up sitter’s practice meant that I experienced more pain in my back and neck, in addition to the pain I normally had in my legs, but I found it a useful way to bring up extra effort and energy in my meditation. It stopped me indulging in the desire for sleep. Sleeping in the sitting posture meant that I slept the minimum amount of time that my body required because I woke up so easily. As a novice and later as a monk, I felt that I was physically strong enough to do the practice; and at that time I did not have many duties or responsibilities that diverted my energy and attention away from my own practice. I kept up the sitter’s practice until the beginning of my fourth rains retreat as a monk. 

				I also directed much of my effort into meditating through the night, and only resting in the day during my novice years and early years as a monk. I began staying up all night meditating twice a week, once with the community on the Observance Day and once on my own. I found it easier to stay up all night meditating when I was together with the community because I gained energy from the group of monks and lay people who meditated together. Meditating all night alone is more challenging. I did not let anyone know what I was doing as I was not looking for praise or recognition or any special treatment from other monks, simply because I was meditating through the night. I aimed to progress in the development of mindfulness and wisdom. I took the Buddha’s teaching to heart that khanti or patient endurance is the supreme destroyer of defilement; and that cultivating right effort leads one to overcome the five hindrances that prevent the mind unifying in samādhi. I had faith that the stillness of mind I developed would become a basis for insight. I found that sitting and walking meditation for longer 
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				periods of time was one of the best ways to cultivate endurance; and improve my ability to observe feelings, perceptions and mental states arising and passing away. I found that observing the impermanent conditions of my mind and body reduced the habit of identifying with mental states, sensations and feelings as self or belonging to self. 

				Not long after taking on the sitter’s practice, I was bitten on my neck by a centipede. I had put a bowl wiping cloth on a bush to dry in the sun; and the centipede had crawled on to it for some warm sun too. When I picked the cloth up and put it on my shoulder, I did not see the centipede and it immediately bit my neck and injected its potent venom. For 48 hours, I suffered intense pain on the neck; and for the first night the pain was so intense, it stopped me sleeping. It seemed like a test to see if I was serious about keeping my resolution not to lie down. I sat up all night enduring the pain in agony; and either tried to put my mind on the part of the body that did not hurt or to recite verses of Dhamma to keep my mind occupied. I realised that some kinds of pain just have to be endured, however much you want to get rid of them. I considered that the pain was some kind of old kamma returning to me but did not hold a grudge against the centipede. Over the years, I was bitten a couple more times by centipedes during my time at Wat Pah Nanachat, but on these subsequent occasions, the centipedes only nipped my foot without injecting any venom. It was as if the old kamma was finished.

				One of the priorities in my training was to avoid letting my mind dwell with ill-will or anger. The cultivation of mettā meditation became a central part of my daily meditation. I cultivated mindfulness of breathing as much as I could, but I aimed to use the mindfulness and composure I gained to preserve my goodwill for others at all times; and keep my mind in a state of 
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				normality. If I lost my goodwill because I was experiencing pain or feeling tired, or if there was something or somebody that triggered dissatisfaction or anger in me, I aimed to abandon the aversion and re-establish goodwill as quickly as I could, rather than hold on to it. I was determined not to let any of the hindrances stay in my mind for long, whether it was drowsiness, sensual desire or anxiety about something. I did not wish to waste time arguing with other monks or lay practitioners over the Dhamma. So generally if someone else had a different opinion or view of things from me, I consciously tolerated their different view; and did not expend energy in disputes or arguments. I learnt to be patient and cultivate equanimity towards the heat, the mosquitoes and any lack of the things I liked. If I fell into aversion, I reflected that I had no reason to blame anybody or anything for any of the suffering I experienced. I reminded myself that if I was suffering it was because of my own lack of mindfulness and understanding.

				Every day for a short period of time, I put effort into learning to read and write the Thai language and I began some rudimentary translations of Luang Por Chah’s talks. As my ability to read Thai improved, I would pick a Dhamma talk, read it to myself in Thai to learn the correct pronunciation and then translated it into English. Even though my early translations were not good enough to be published, I found the work improved my proficiency in the Thai language; and gave me deeper insight into the Dhamma teachings of Luang Por Chah. I found that discovering Luang Por Chah’s wisdom; his way of describing the truths of suffering and its cessation, was invaluable to my practice and conducive to learning the Thai language. His talks had such profound meaning that I really wanted to know what he was saying, and practise more deeply to understand the truths he was pointing to. 
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				Luang Por Chah used language in unconventional ways which encouraged one to think more deeply about what he was saying. His use of stories, metaphors and analogies stimulated my reflection on the Dhamma. I tried to make learning the Thai and Pali language into a form of meditation; and aimed to develop mindfulness and clear comprehension as I studied. Eventually, I found that as my understanding of the Thai language, and my own practice of virtue, concentration and wisdom deepened, I listened to Luang Por Chah’s teachings with my heart, as much as my head. Sometimes I entered into samādhi as I listened to his talks quite spontaneously; and occasionally, I had profound insights that were the cause to abandon a particular source of suffering from my mind. This occurred partly because of my growing confidence in Luang Por Chah’s own realisation; and partly because of his great skill in explaining profound truths effectively. 

				In July 1985, I entered the 3-month rains retreat as a novice, but I was preparing for my upasampadā, the procedure for admitting me into the Sangha as a monk. It is traditional for monks and novices to take on certain additional practices at the beginning of the retreat which increase their efforts in meditation; and I decided that in addition to the sitter’s practice, I would only eat the food I collected in my bowl on alms round in the local village. Undertaking this practice meant that I did not accept any food offered in the monastery, after alms round. Novices always walk at the end of the line of monks as they enter the village to collect food each morning, which meant that often I received only plain sticky rice in my bowl. Sticky rice was the main staple food in the diet of the villagers. The senior monks received more cooked foods or fruit, but at the end of the line, it was rare for me to receive a piece of fruit, a cup cake or perhaps a small fish. No vegetarian food was offered in those days, so if 
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				I did receive any cooked food, it was invariably made with meat or fish. I practised cultivating my own dāna-pāramī and gave away such food to other monks. Nevertheless, I was very happy to undertake this practice and it brought up strong feelings of gratitude and appreciation for the lay people who supported us. They were poor but extremely kind and generous, and had amazingly strong faith in the Triple Gem. 

				At the end of the morning alms round, each monastic ended up with a bowl full of rice and on a ‘good’ day I had perhaps one or two additional small food items. I found that the food I received was always enough to keep me going for the day. The simple diet did expose different forms of craving for food; and gave me plenty of work teaching myself to let go of expectations, comparisons with other monks and whatever else my imagination threw up each morning. I had to keep observing and letting go, otherwise I suffered. I developed the reflection on the repulsiveness of food that Luang Por Chah emphasised for monastics in training; and considered how all the food one eats ends up in the stomach mixed with digestive juices anyway. I took the contemplation further and considered how food is made up of the four elements of earth, water, fire and air, in an effort to counter my desires and cravings for different tastes; and familiar types of food that so easily took over my mind. 

				During alms round, I observed the moods of elation triggered by receiving any additional or unexpected food offerings; and the tendency towards despair when I had to eat another meal of plain rice. I even found that when regularly eating meals of just plain rice, I even formed preferences over the different types of rice offered from each household. I became slightly attached to the particular types of rice offered. My mind latched on to how warm or cold the rice offered was and how hard or soft it was. 
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				It became clear to me that unrestrained craving and wanting really has no limits and no real end, unless one tames it through mindfulness, clear comprehension and insight into the three universal characteristics. I aimed to maintain the quality of equanimity and keep my mind in a state of normality, whatever offerings I received. I always tried to cultivate gratitude to the donors of the food. If more monks joined the line ahead of me on a particular day, it usually meant less food for me. So I also had to prepare my mind with goodwill and forgiveness to counter any negativity or jealousy towards those monks higher up the line who unwittingly received food that otherwise might have come to my bowl. Where one stood in the line of monks was determined by the date of ordination, not by other more personal reasons. I reminded myself not to blame any other monks for simply walking in front of me on alms round.

				I became skinnier through the rains retreat, but I was still young, healthy and strong and so it did not bother me. The training was helping me to see my mental defilements and learn the Dhamma in a very direct way. I continued with the sitter's practice, ate the food I collected from alms round; and put energy into cultivating mindfulness the best that I could. It became apparent that when I had more mindfulness, I could reflect on the Dhamma, see suffering and its cause more clearly and follow it through to cessation. 

			

		

	
		
			
				In the early days at Buddha Bodhivana Monastery, 2001.
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				Rebirth - Bhikkhu Ordination

				I was happy to serve the community in whatever way I could as I waited for my ordination date. I did not find that service distracted from the training of the heart. As the rains retreat progressed, it became necessary for administrative reasons, to receive ordination as a monk because my visa was running out and I had to be a monk to make my next application. The senior monk, Ajahn Pasanno, knew that my birthday was on the first day of October, so he asked me if I wanted to ordain on my birthday and it was agreed. During my time as a novice, my iron bowl had continued to deteriorate, so a kind family from Ubon generously sponsored a new stainless-steel bowl for my ordination; and the nuns at Wat Nong Pah Pong crocheted a woollen cover for it.

				My novice robe, made from the coarsest grade of cloth had been deteriorating in quality throughout the previous months, and I was required to sew more and more patches over new holes in the cloth that appeared almost daily. One afternoon, I was sitting on the concrete edge of the meditation hall patching my robe when I noticed two little eyes looking at me from just above the edge of the concrete. I leaned forward to see who they belonged to. A huge cobra stuck its head up a few inches from my nose, with a look of questioning my audacity. It looked rather annoyed that I dared to look at it so closely. After all, I was in its territory! The cobra waved its head around threateningly for a while before heading off to chase frogs; and I smiled to myself that in simply patching my robe, I had risked my life. The Sangha took pity on me watching how I patched my robe over and over again. They agreed that I should receive some good quality robe material from the store to cut and sew my new set of monk’s robes. There was a price to pay. Once I finished sewing a new set of robes for myself, I was asked to help the other novices and Anagārikās cut, sew and dye their new robes, too. However, it was a good way to develop friendship with my fellow novices.
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				Making natural dye from the heartwood of the jackfruit tree to dye new white cotton robes is a labour-intensive and time-consuming process filled with risk. First, the candidates for ordination sit down for hours chopping the light brown-coloured jackfruit tree wood into small chips, and afterwards they are boiled continuously in a huge wok to release their colour and other astringent chemicals into the water. As the water evaporates, the colour of the dye becomes more and more concentrated. If many novices ordain together, a lot of dye is needed and it requires many days of hard work. There is also the risk that if the water is boiled dry, the dye is burnt and ruined; and then the only option is to repeat the process all over again, starting from scratch. This had happened to many inexperienced monks and novices over the years, and not only does one’s dye gets lost but one’s pride is burnt as well. 

				One volunteer is required, at all times, to stoke the fire and watch over the water level to ensure it did not boil dry. We took turns over three days and nights to chop wood, tend to the fire, and boil down the amount of water until we had enough concentrated dye to colour three sets of white cotton robes. A further cause for anxiety is that if anything goes wrong in the process, and the dye colour is weak or out of the norm, everyone in the monastery will know about it. You only own one set of robes and, everyone sees you wearing your robes each day. We managed to obtain a suitable light brown colour from our efforts to dye the robes and ended up with only a few small blemishes on the cloth. The whole process could be stressful for some because when a candidate suffered the fate of burning his dye or the robe cloth did not accept the dye fully; and his robe became uneven in colour or even multi-coloured, it drew critical comments from the preceptor during the ordination ceremony; and chuckles from the other monks. Dyeing the robes was exhausting and frustrating, but you could say it was a good learning experience. 
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				One poor monk became so fed up being bitten by mosquitoes, over the many hours he was chopping the jackfruit wood into chips, that he lost his temper; and let off steam by taking aim with his hand axe at a mosquito sitting on his foot. The monk ended up in hospital with a badly wounded foot and was firmly rebuked by the other monks for giving in to his aggression and lapse of mindfulness. Fortunately, the mosquito got away.

				The senior monks decided I should ordain with two other novices, Venerable Vissudhi and Venerable Issaro. The procedure for entering the Sangha as a monk is looked upon as similar to a second birth. The candidate is reborn as a Buddhist monk. We had entered the rains retreat as novices; and received our ordination during the rains retreat, but our preceptor told us that the rains retreat would still count as our first as a monk. Monks count their age or the length of time they have spent in the robes by the number of rains retreats they have completed. When they sit together, they sit according to seniority in terms of how many rains retreats they have. If two monks have completed the same number of rains retreats, they look at the date and the time of each monk’s ordination to determine who is senior. Seniority can even be determined down to the minute. The junior monk always bows to the senior and sits in line after them. It is a very simple system which brings harmony and ease to the running of the monks’ community.

				I was born in London, England on 1st October 1962, and then born a second time on 1st of October 1985 at Wat Nong Pah Pong monastery in Ubon. This time I was born as a Bhikkhu or Buddhist monk and my preceptor, teacher and the Sangha were my new family. None of my lay family members were able to attend the upasampadā (ordination) ceremony which took place at Wat Nong Pah Pong in the afternoon. Luang Por Maha Amorn (Phra Mongkolkittitada) was the preceptor standing in 
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				for Luang Por Chah who was too ill to carry out the duty. A few local Buddhists came along to act as our Dhamma family and they offered each candidate a new stainless steel alms bowl which we accepted with appreciation. 

				The other candidates and I were fairly emotional as the ordination was a final confirmation that we had left the home life; and completely given ourselves to the Triple Gem and the uncertainties of training and living as monks. I was confident in the Truth of the Buddha’s words and his Enlightenment; and in the wisdom and compassion of Luang Por Chah. I was surrounded by the Sangha, supported by kind and faithful lay Buddhists; but still, my heart experienced strong emotions welling up. I was letting go of my past as a lay person and setting my mind on life as a monk; and the practice for awakening. I was emotional because I was letting go, in such a profound way, and because I was taking refuge in the Triple Gem. Yet, I was very happy to be a monk.

				Amoebic Dysentery - The Fiercest Teacher

				The rains retreat continued for a few more weeks. I continued with the practices of not lying down; and only eating the food I received in my bowl from alms round in the village. Within a week of the ordination, some old kamma ripened for myself and a novice from New Zealand when we contracted amoebic dysentery from the village food we were eating each day. There was an outbreak of amoebic dysentery in the local village of Bung Wai and about one hundred people were infected. Because the symptoms were so severe, four of the villagers died, including one old man who stood outside the last house on our alms round each day until his death. There was much sadness in the village and it felt like someone was testing me to see if I really wanted to be a monk.
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				I estimated that the symptoms of the disease were so severe that it made me more ill than I had ever been before in my life. Both of us suffered extremely painful headaches, high fever, severe stomach cramps and uncontrollable diarrhoea and vomiting. The first night I became ill, I had gone to sleep feeling normal and woke up at midnight feeling like I was dying. The pain and fever were so intense it felt like the equivalent of a bomb going off inside my head and body; and I had no idea what was wrong with me! Suddenly, my body was gripped by the most intense pain and it reminded me of the uncertainties of life like a stern teacher who suddenly rebukes you without warning. I did not sleep a single wink and by morning, the uncontrollable diarrhoea had begun. I was too weak to walk and just hoped that someone might notice I was missing from alms round and look for me at my kuti. The Thai name for amoebic dysentery translates as the disease that squeezes and twists your gut. It certainly felt like that. 

				I had no previous experience of dysentery; and did not know what had caused the intense pain and fever. I could not even drink the smallest quantity of water without it coming out the other end of my body as diarrhoea. My only strategy was to hang on through each hour. I had a bucket next to me because I did not have the energy to walk to the toilet, which was about one hundred metres away; nor even to walk down the kuti stairs to go to the toilet in the jungle. It was the first time in my life that I seriously considered the possibility that I might die from an illness. This made me use all my remaining energy to maintain mindfulness throughout my waking hours. I did not have the strength to seek out or even call for help and so I waited inside my hut until the other monks realised I was missing, and came looking for me. 
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				One of the senior monks came round to check on my condition when he heard how grave the symptoms were. He reminded me of Luang Por Chah’s well-known teaching on the uncertainty of life. He told me that I only had two options left: either I would get better or I would die. Each monk who visited me encouraged me to maintain mindfulness and equanimity with the conditions as everything is uncertain. They were all very kind, but I was in little doubt that there was a real possibility of death. When I heard that the old man from the village who had offered us food the day before, had suddenly become ill and died from dysentery; and that other villagers were also dying from it, I was really made aware of the uncertainty of my own situation. The illness was a powerful lesson for contemplating the impermanence of life; and forced me to observe and investigate the mental suffering that comes from identification with the body and feelings as self; and to see the strength of my craving and attachment for life itself.

				We were given some medicine, but the illness persisted for a few days without improvement. People were getting worried and it was eventually decided to send both myself and the other novice to Ubon hospital for diagnosis and treatment. We spent about a week on a saline drip recovering in hospital, and every day, lay devotees from Bung Wai village and from the city made the journey to visit us. As I had experienced so often over the years in Thailand, the lay devotees were like an extended Dhamma family whose kindness and support made the hardships of the illness I was suffering easier to bear. 

				I contemplated that Luang Por Chah’s goodness and people’s respect for him drew them to support his students too. Most of the people were poor with little money to spend on transport or food, but they took turns to visit us and check each day, if 
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				we were ready for solid food and asked about our needs. The warm-heartedness of the laity was genuine and sincere, even though I could only communicate with them in simple Thai. I could not say much, but I did my best to speak the few words of Thai that I knew and expressed my gratitude. My time in hospital became the first time I had ever chanted a blessing for the laity on my own as I wanted to show my appreciation for the warmth and help we received. I chuckled when I noted that even a sick monk cannot get out of the job of learning the chanting and giving blessings.

				It took me several weeks to regain my strength after leaving hospital. I noticed how the gradual return of physical energy not only brought with it a rush of joy and rapture as the wholesome energy of samādhi returned, it also brought a return of craving and wanting. My mind was ready to use the body to serve the practice of Dhamma, but the mental defilements want to use my body to serve craving and attachment. I noticed how easily I could set aside memories of the serious illness I had just endured, and focus on doing new things in my life. I was cultivating mindfulness and awareness in the present moment, and aiming to develop skilful mental qualities and abandon unskilful mental qualities. It often seemed like an internal battle.

				Unfortunately, the illness never fully left me during the years I spent in north-east Thailand and returned to me quite intensely on a number of other occasions. Up until I caught the dysentery, my digestive system had been fairly strong and I had little illness; but from the time the I first contracted dysentery onwards, I was subject to regular bouts of food poisoning, diarrhoea and stomach cramps throughout the time I lived in north-east Thailand. These symptoms continued until I reached a point, after five years, that I actually thought I would never properly 
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				recover and experience normal digestion again. Experiencing constant diarrhoea, nausea and physical weakness gave me many opportunities to contemplate the suffering of the human body, as the symptoms wore me out at times; and also made me spend plenty of time cleaning up toilets too.

				In between the dysentery and food poisoning, I continued my personal practice of meditation and kept up the sitter’s practice. Twice a week, I stayed up all night meditating and took Luang Por Chah’s teachings more and more to heart as my ability with the Thai language improved. I understood his reflections better and the truths that he was pointing to. Luang Por Sumedho visited us in November that year. I found it inspiring to see his stamina, and the effort and sacrifice he displayed in teaching others whilst maintaining his own meditation practice. He sat up straight as a rock throughout the night on the Observance Days; and gave Dhamma teachings in English and Thai. He sacrificed most of his free time to teach the monks and laity; and still made it out to every group meditation meeting. His wide-ranging experience from practising as a monk in Thailand and England gave him much wisdom to share with us. His teachings helped me understand better how to use the monastic training to deepen my meditation and contemplate the Four Noble Truths.

				Learning How To Care For Luang Por Chah

				In March 1986, I did my first two-week shift as part of a team of monks caring for Luang Por Chah at his nursing kuti at Wat Nong Pah Pong. This was the first of many shifts that I joined over the next five years; and it made me happy to express my gratitude and serve my teacher, in this way. Monks volunteered themselves for the job of attending to Luang Por Chah by joining the fortnightly recitation of the Pāṭimokkha (the monks’ 
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				rules of discipline) at Wat Nong Pah Pong. At the end of the meeting, Luang Por Liem chose four monks for the day shift and another four for the night shift, out of all the monks present on that day. Each group was a mix of new monks and more experienced senior monks. For 24 hours a day, Luang Por Chah always had a group of four monks caring for him. It was easier for me to join the team of carers because my ability to speak Thai was improving. I could receive instructions, discuss any problems that arose with the other monks and even converse with the nurse from the city hospital who was assigned to stay with Luang Por Chah every night. I looked on the chance to serve Luang Por Chah as an honour, and a cause for happiness.

				Attending on Luang Por Chah was a rare learning opportunity for me, on many levels. The environment at Luang Por Chah’s kuti was peaceful and conducive to training in mindfulness and cultivating the Dhamma. The work made me improve my knowledge of the Thai language because I did not want to make mistakes or misunderstand any of the instructions from the senior Thai monks. And I even gained some medical knowledge. The practice of caring brought out the best in both the monastics and laity who looked after Luang Por Chah. Everyone had so much faith, they were therefore always willing to push themselves a little further and give a little more than usual. I never met anyone who thought they were doing Luang Por Chah a favour as each monk felt it was their own good fortune to spend time with the teacher; and saw him as the one who provided them with the opportunity to train and make good kamma. 

				When caring for him, there were some quiet times, particularly at night, when he was resting and there were no activities to be engaged in; and during those times, it was possible to sit and 
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				meditate next to him. We always had to be on guard and ready for any emergency, such as when he had an extreme coughing fit or there was a change in his blood pressure or heart rate, but normally in the quiet times, I could meditate near him and generally, I used the time with him to improve the quality of my mindfulness, while attending to my duties. Being in the presence of the teacher improved my all-around awareness and brought up the skilful qualities of hiri ottappa or a sense of shame and fear of wrongdoing.. These qualities watch over the mind to prevent one from indulging in unskilful mental states or acting on them. It was difficult to dwell in negativity, lust or strong delusions when near the teacher.

				My practice of mindfulness and the effort in abandoning unskilful mental states always seemed to improve in the presence of the teacher. I became increasingly aware of Luang Por Chah’s peaceful citta (mind) that pervaded the whole monastery. It was difficult to put into words, but I felt it was a privilege to be with him and practise in his presence. On the one hand, I felt physically tired when living with him. On the other hand, my mind brightened and my improved mindfulness brought me a better understanding of the practice.
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				If we don't allow our heart to cling to

				that happiness or that suffering,

				it will reach the stream that flows to Nibbāna,

				characterised by peace and self control.

				Luang Por Chah
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				Patience When You Encounter Suffering

				Dhamma From Simplicity

				In April 1986, I was sent to stay with Ajahn Khun at Wat Nah

				Poh which was a simple, secluded and undeveloped forest monastery near the Laotian border. Even though the monastery is only an hour’s drive from Wat Pah Nanachat today; in those days, the journey involved catching a ride on a couple of

				different local trucks, and when there was no truck available, you had to walk many kilometres along dirt roads, through the forest. The day I was sent there, I had to walk the last five kilometres to the monastery; and never having been there before, I was not even sure I was heading in the correct direction. During the walk, a summer thunderstorm blew in with strong winds and heavy rain combined with thunder and lightning. I had my monk’s umbrella with me and clung on to it the best I could, but the wind was so strong it snapped the handle; and the whole umbrella disintegrated in my hands. 

				Ajahn Khun was standing in the central area and looked at me with curiosity when I walked up the track into the monastery. I was a skinny western monk looking bedraggled with soaking wet robes, carrying a tangled mass of rods, cloth and string that once was a monk’s umbrella and was damaged beyond repair. 
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				He smiled a knowing smile that came from experience, as most forest monks have endured similar situations in their lives. He kindly suggested that the monks would help me make a new umbrella. The 16 year-old resident novice walked up and gave me his opinion on the events, as he would do every day for the next year. He declared that as my arrival coincided with such a powerful thunderstorm, it must be significant in some way. He never elaborated why. His name was Soon, which means emptiness.

				The local villagers at Nah Poh were extremely poor, but rich in their faith and devotion to the Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha. They attended the monastery every week on the Observance Day when they listened to teachings, chanted reflections and practised sitting and walking meditation, throughout the night. They offered their skills and labour to help with any monastery construction projects, even if they could not offer much in the way of funds. The monastery was located four kilometres away from the village, along a sandy track that wove its way through a beautiful forest containing many large hardwood trees. There was no electricity or running water in the monastery; and ox carts slowly lumbered along the sandy tracks through the forest next to the monastery. The monastery was so poor that the monks lacked many of the basic requisites we took for granted in other better-supported monasteries. Life at Wat Nah Poh had the air of a different era when life was slower and simpler.

				I found living with Ajahn Khun conducive for my meditation and training in mindfulness because the forest was quiet and secluded with few visitors. The minimal accommodation, the sparse living conditions and lack of material requisites were due to the poverty and remoteness of the district, but this contributed to the lack of distractions at the monastery. I continued with the sitter’s practice I had begun the year before; and at night I 
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				rested leaning against the wall of the simple wooden kuti I was assigned. The resident community at Wat Nah Poh consisted of two monks, two novices and two white-robed nuns. Another monk arrived shortly after me, so suddenly, we had a community of four monks. According to the Vinaya discipline, this meant that we needed a monk to recite the Pāṭimokkha rules for the community every fortnight. The Pāṭimokkha lists the main 227 training rules of Buddhist monks and Luang Por Chah emphasised its central role in our training. If there are four or more monks living together in the same boundary or monastery, they must come together every two weeks on the Uposatha Day, to listen to one of the monks recite the rules. Usually, the monk would have memorised the rules and chants by heart without reading them, while a second monk checks for any mistakes. The recitation takes about 45 minutes to complete, but the time taken can vary from monk to monk. 

				Within a week of arriving at the monastery, Ajahn Khun asked me to begin memorising the rules of the Pāṭimokkha, and prepare myself to fulfil the duty of reciting them for the community. I already had the intention to commit the rules to memory, but suddenly there was pressure on me and an urgency to memorise them as quickly as possible. I was not fully ready when the first Uposatha Day arrived, because I had only been learning for ten days. There was not enough time for me to commit every rule to memory. Each day, I spent almost all my waking hours, walking up and down on my meditation path, memorising the rules and chanting them out loud. It gave me a good excuse to send the inquisitive Novice Emptiness away. Ajahn Khun wandered past my kuti, from time to time, to observe my progress. 

				After two more weeks, we reached the next Uposatha Day, and Ajahn Khun gave me no choice but to get up on the high 
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				seat and recite the training rules for the community. From then on, I had to chant the Pāṭimokkha every two weeks for the next year. I actually found memorising Pali chanting a useful mental training, as it helped me to develop mindfulness, effort and concentration, and it improved my memory. At the same time as memorising the rule in the Pali language, I reviewed the details of each rule which helped me to gain greater clarity and understanding of the practice of the rules in daily life. Reciting the Pāṭimokkha also provides an invaluable service to the Sangha. Until I had fully memorised the whole list of rules, I had a clear goal to work on every day. I recited the rules as I walked on the long alms round to and from the village, and I stayed up late at night memorising and chanting the rules out loud. The Thai monks and novice encouraged me by insisting that I was generating such good kamma that my parents would be assured a heavenly rebirth once I had memorised and chanted all the rules.

				Death of a Dhamma Friend

				I had not been with Ajahn Khun for very long when in May, we received the news from Wat Pah Nanachat that Venerable Nyanaviro, the young Malaysian monk who sat next to me at Wat Pah Nanachat, and was a good friend, had died. The news was a surprise as he had been strong and healthy when I left Wat Pah Nanachat, only a few weeks before. When Ajahn Khun walked up to me as I was sweeping the leaves one afternoon and let me know that my friend had died, he noticed the look of surprise on my face and reminded me that death is a normal part of life; and that even young and healthy foreign monks can die just like anyone else. Later, we were told that Venerable Nyanaviro had contracted cerebral malaria at the island monastery, Wat Keuan, where I had spent so much time. The thought that I risked catching cerebral malaria whenever I was resident there did cross my mind, but I did not dwell on it. 
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				I had made friends with Venerable Nyanaviro since our time as anagārikas. He had kindly asked his family to assist me when I had to travel to Penang to renew my visa for Thailand. We sat next to each other and continued to be friends as novices and then as junior monks. His death was tragic and heartbreaking for his family. I made the journey back to Wat Pah Nanachat from Ajahn Khun’s monastery to join in the funeral chanting and help prepare for the cremation. 

				It was a hot summer. The coffin, which was not refrigerated, had been placed in the main hall in front of the shrine. The smell of the dead body began to leak out from the coffin. Luang Por Jun kindly stayed at Wat Pah Nanachat to oversee the funeral preparations and give support to the community. As the smell was getting stronger every day, he decided that we should open the coffin and wrap the corpse in clear plastic to try and contain the smell. Only myself and one other monk volunteered to get close to our friend’s rapidly deteriorating body; and we carefully lifted the body up and wrapped it in clear plastic to try and reduce the smell seeping out into the hall. In fact, the body had degenerated so far by that time, that it was bloated and there were already maggots inside. It was another stark teaching on impermanence and not-self. 

				On the day of the funeral, Luang Por Jun and Luang Por Liem led the Sangha in funeral chanting and gave teachings to the hundreds of monks and lay people who had gathered. The gathering of so many monks and laity to honour the young monk, who had died so tragically, was touching, and gave everyone a feeling of warmth and support from the wider community. It was a sad time. I sat up all night with some of the monks meditating and contemplating impermanence next to the funeral pyre. The next day, we collected the ashes so that they could be returned to Venerable Nyanaviro’s family. It was a sobering lesson in the uncertainty and fragility of life. 
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				Returning to Wat Nah Poh, I continued my training for almost

				one more year. Ajahn Khun was a peaceful, restrained and

				mindful monk who set a good example in the monastery.

				He encouraged me to develop mindfulness and clear comprehension evenly in all postures; use the framework of the Four Noble Truths to contemplate the nature of suffering; and gain insight into how to abandon the craving and clinging that are its cause. He regularly stayed up late, at night, to lead the Sangha in meditation. On the nights when I stayed on in the meditation hall, to continue sitting and walking meditation through the night, he sometimes surprised me by walking into the hall unexpectedly, in the early hours of the morning, and seemed to be keeping an eye on me. He taught us to use mindfulness of breathing as a way to bring up steady and continuous mindfulness; and bring the mind to stillness, and

				then to use the stillness to observe the impermanent nature of body and mind; before we contemplate the ownerless nature of the five aggregates. He was always nagging the monks and novices to keep cultivating mindfulness, and not to waste time with too much socialising or sleeping. 

				The lack of material support for the monastery due to the poverty of the villagers had a direct impact on the small community of monks. It taught us to expect little and use the few resources we had available, frugally. At the beginning of the rains retreat, I was given a cheap torch with two batteries to use, but because no more batteries were offered throughout the entire three months rains retreat, I had to make the original two batteries last until the Kaṭhina ceremony, more than three months later when the next offering of batteries arrived. There were a lot of snakes, centipedes and scorpions in the monastery, and I became used to walking in semi-darkness and spreading thoughts of goodwill as I walked, to compensate for the lack of a torchlight. 
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				One night, I returned to my kuti in the dark, without using the torch, and when I sat down on my mat, I unwittingly squashed a scorpion. It reacted instantly by stinging me at the top of my leg and the excruciating pain that followed took over 24 hours to subside. On another occasion, I returned to my kuti after the evening meditation session to find a poisonous green snake sitting in the middle of the floor with the jaws of a dead gecko embedded in its body. I noticed that my few personal possessions were strewn around the floor and realised that while I was away meditating in the hall, a terrible battle had raged on in my kuti before the snake was finally victorious over the fiercely defensive gecko. The snake was stuck with the jaws of the dead gecko embedded in its side; and the only way out of the problem was for it to slowly swallow and digest the gecko. I am sure the snake wanted to leave my hut as soon as it saw me, but it was unable to slither away and had to spend the night, a few feet away from me, trying to swallow the large lizard. I watched the snake as I fell asleep leaning against the wall, and it watched me. We both had no choice but to awkwardly accept our situation. When I woke up a few hours later, the snake was still trying to swallow the gecko. It was not until the middle of the next day, that I could carefully sweep it out of the kuti and help it return to the jungle. 

				During the retreat, I received a parcel from my family and it contained a bar of dark chocolate, one of the medicines we are allowed to consume after noon. It was the only time I was offered chocolate, the whole year I was in the monastery. I considered whether I should keep it for myself or share it with the other monastics. I resolved to practise dāna-pāramī and shared it. There was normally no tea, coffee or sugar available at the monastery, but one day the nuns made a hot drink from herbs picked in the forest. I thought it would be the right time to share the chocolate and gave a few pieces each to the 
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				monks and nuns. I was surprised to see that no one seemed too interested as chocolate was not such a popular item in north-east Thailand and it made me doubt the wisdom of my generosity. The two novices put their chocolate pieces into their hot drink and watched them disintegrate and disappear like an animated teaching on emptiness. At first, I thought I had wasted the chocolate, but as I contemplated my attachment to my cultural perceptions and desire for material things, I realised it was a really useful teaching and allowed my mind to just let it all go. 

				After the rains retreat, it was the custom to visit nearby branch monasteries for their Kaṭhina ceremonies and that often involved a walk of ten or fifteen kilometres to the nearest monastery; or at least to where we could catch a lift in a local truck. There was no monastery vehicle in those days. As soon as we arrived at the monastery holding the Kaṭhina ceremony, it was customary for the monks to stay up all night, listening to Dhamma talks and meditating, before the Kaṭhina cloth was offered in the morning. After the meal offering, we began the walk back to our own monastery. It toughened us up. When Ajahn Khun’s monastery was offered some funds by people from the city, during the day of the Kaṭhina ceremony, the monks and novices looked at each other with a sigh because we knew that more funds meant more work for the monks. Ajahn Khun wanted to begin constructing a permanent meditation hall. The monks had to assist the lay volunteers and contractors working on the hall, until the money ran out. 

				All the money offered was used to purchase bags of cement, but there was not enough money left to buy sand and gravel to mix with the cement to make concrete. The monks were asked to take a pushcart out to a rocky part of the forest and transport several cart loads of rocks back to the monastery. 
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				The rocks collected were large and we used a sledgehammer to break them into smaller pieces of gravel to be mixed with sand and cement to make concrete. For several days in succession, I used a sledgehammer to break up the larger rocks rather like a prisoner in a labour camp, but I was happy to help because there really was little choice in the situation. Unfortunately, at one point my arms began to become tired, and I lost control of the swing of my hammer and landed it on my big toe. The whole toenail flew off into the forest leaving me with a bloody, painful and unprotected toe. 

				I immediately considered that I was receiving the result of some old negative kamma and did not get angry. Later on, I considered the incident in my meditation and had an insight that the kamma was connected to the fish I had foolishly caught as a boy and attempted to kill by hitting it with a rock. Not long after losing my toenail, I suffered from a skin allergy that made my skin feel so itchy I could not sleep at night and it seemed to be linked to the same past kamma with the fish. My skin started turning yellow and the itching was so bad that it felt like my body was on fire. I had to walk many kilometres to see the nearest doctor who told me that my blood was of poor quality and after giving me some supplements, instructed me to start eating meat and fish to boost my protein intake. I thanked the doctor but did not change my diet as I really wanted to teach myself a lesson for previously killing a fish.

				While my toe was recovering, the monastery ordered a truckload of sand from the town. The track into the monastery was so soft and muddy that it was impassable to heavy vehicles; and the truck tipped over, spilling its load about five hundred metres away from the monastery. The monks and nuns had to go out with pushcarts and retrieve the sand by hand. It turned out that 
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				we still did not have enough sand to mix all the concrete, so it was decided to collect natural sand from a nearby riverbank. The only way to get the villagers to help with collecting sand was to wait for the Observance Day when they came to the monastery. When the day came, the monks and villagers went out to the river together, and worked all day in the sun. After a day of carrying sand up from the riverbank and tipping it into a truck until it was full, we then stayed up all night listening to Dhamma teaching and meditating.

				Generally, the monks were harmonious and supported each other in the practice. During the rains retreat, we were joined by a new monk who was a former member of a local gang. He was hoping to change his conduct for the better. He had a huge scar across his forehead from an old machete wound and everyone was wary of him. In fact, trying as a monk brought out the best side of the man. He got on well with everyone. Despite his tough exterior, he had many fears. One morning, as he took the lid off his alms bowl to prepare it for alms round in the village, a huge toad jumped out. It was the rainy season and the monastery had become infested with toads. The monk screamed out in fear, as he had a phobia for toads and he ran off into the forest, disappearing for about 5 minutes before he composed himself, and sheepishly returned, much to the amusement of Novice Emptiness. This prompted Ajahn Khun to order us to round up as many of the invading toads as we could, but only Novice Emptiness and myself were willing to do the task. We spent the day collecting toads in buckets and eventually they were exiled into the deeper jungle a few kilometres away.

				Cellulitis - Another Uncompromising Teacher

				After the Kaṭhina ceremony at our own monastery, I travelled with Novice Emptiness to join the ceremony at Wat Keuan because the resident monks needed help in organising the 
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				event and I had lived with them before. I did not realise before I travelled that I already had cellulitis in my left leg; and as soon as I arrived at the island monastery, I immediately offered assistance with the preparations for the event. I helped escort senior monks up and down the hill, from the boat landing to the meditation hall; and as I did this my leg began to swell up and became excruciatingly painful. I managed to cope with the pain, throughout the overnight programme, but by the time the all- night Dhamma teaching concluded, I found that I was no longer able to walk. We delayed our return to Wat Nah Poh and after all the visitors had left the monastery, I barely managed to hobble over to one of the broken-down huts, near the kitchen formerly occupied by the nuns, and slumped down, unable to walk.

				I ended up spending an additional month at the island monastery recovering from the cellulitis, but my good fortune in the midst of the latest round of suffering was that Novice Emptiness proved to be an admirable friend. One of the resident monks tried to treat the swollen leg with local herbal remedies for the first few days, but that proved ineffective and slowly a large, infected wound opened up on the shin; and finally reached the bone. The wound became septic and began oozing pus. Eventually, the senior monk contacted a doctor’s clinic, at the hydroelectric power plant on the mainland, because my leg’s condition was deteriorating so quickly. From then on, I travelled daily to the clinic to receive treatment for cleaning up the wound and neutralising the infection. Novice Emptiness pushed me in a cart downhill, a distance of one kilometre through the jungle, to the boat landing. He then helped me paddle across the reservoir to the boat landing on the opposite shore where the doctor’s assistant met us in a truck and took us to the clinic. After the treatment, we made the return trip which required Novice Emptiness to push me up the hill as I sat on the cart. I 
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				was grateful for his heroic assistance each day, which continued for almost one month. 

				On our first meeting, the doctor told me that I was lucky because had I left my leg unattended much longer, it would have become gangrenous; and I could have even lost it altogether. The doctor’s methods to clean up the wound were simple and straightforward. Without using any local anaesthetic, he took a scalpel and began scraping pus and infected flesh from the infected area which went right through to the bone. He caught me by surprise. The method was extremely painful, so the first time he put the scalpel in to the area of infected flesh, I cried out in pain. Novice Emptiness immediately rebuked me for my lack of equanimity; and explained to me that I needed to make my mindfulness firmer so that I could detach my mind from the pain. He reminded me that all painful feelings are not-self. I could not argue with his wisdom. It was like having a teenage Luang Por Chah next to me, giving me a guided meditation on the non-self nature of pain, while I was in surgery. 

				From that day on, I used patience and mindfulness to manage my response to the pain and refused to utter a sound, even though the daily process of cleaning the wound was intensely painful. I went to the clinic each day for a month; and had numerous opportunities to cultivate mindfulness and insight as I contemplated my body as merely a body composed of elements without an owner, and feelings as merely feelings without an owner. My time with the doctor and on my own, immobile in the kuti, turned out to be an unexpectedly intense meditation retreat and a real boost to my cultivation of the Dhamma, albeit a painful one. 

				I was extremely grateful to have such a mature 16 year-old novice looking after me during that difficult time. Occasionally, his youthful desire for fun got the better of him. Sometimes 
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				when he pushed the cart with me on it down the hill to the boat landing, he let it pick up speed and then released his grip on the handle and ran after the uncontrolled cart whooping with delight, while I had to endure the bumps and knocks. I could not deny him his fun, even if it was at my expense, because on the return trip, he had to expend a lot of energy to push me uphill, in the heat of the day. On one occasion, we encountered the leader of the pack of wild boars who snorted and stamped his feet in front of us. Luckily, at the last minute, he turned and galloped away. Seeing him turn and run, we decided that he was really full of hot air, but continued to remain heedful. 

				On another occasion, Novice Emptiness was enjoying a good run down the hill towards the boat landing when, as we picked up speed, he suddenly flung the cart sideways into the thick jungle. I was thrown out of the front of the cart, against a tree and was left on the ground. I was about to tell him that he had finally gone too far with his pranks when he pointed his finger towards the path, and shouted for me to look carefully before scolding him. Coiled up in the middle of the path was a massive king cobra with its head dancing from side to side in anger. It was primed and ready to attack us, but I had not seen it because I sat with my head facing the other direction. Instead of scolding Novice Emptiness, I praised his quick thinking and after the shocked snake had calmed down, we had a good laugh about our close call with disaster, while we watched it slither away.

				Five weeks later than planned, I was able to walk again and we finally returned by truck and on foot to Wat Nah Poh. It was afternoon chores time when we arrived. Ajahn Khun received me kindly, and enquired about my leg; while in the next breath

				he scolded Novice Emptiness for disappearing for so long, without his permission. He instructed the novice to put down his bowl and bag, and start hauling water with the other monks, before he even had time to rest and unpack from the journey. 
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				This was the style of the teachers in north-east Thailand who were very direct with junior monks and novices. We used to say that the style was what you might call: scold first, talk later. Ajahn Khun knew that the novice would have treated our unexpected stay in another monastery as an adventure holiday; and might well have picked up some new habits of indulgence, so he wanted to get him back in line as quickly as possible. Novice Emptiness slowly walked off to join the work team with a look on his face that seemed to say that the party was over.

				During the dry season, I moved into the jungle at the back of the monastery and stayed in my umbrella tent as I had done in the dry season of previous years. The air temperature felt freezing at night, because of the chill factor from the constant cold winds coming down from Laos. So, I collected straw from the paddy fields to make a warm base to sit on and rested leaning on a tree. I resumed the practice of only eating the food I collected in my bowl on alms round, which was challenging because of the poverty of the villagers, but still manageable. No one knew I was a vegetarian and I had to accept that I would not eat much of the food I received. One morning a village woman with great faith and whose son was a monk at Wat Pah Nanachat, came out to offer me a set of barbecued frogs on skewers. The locals considered the food a treat; and I appreciated her kindness because I knew she was really poor. I went back to my spot in the jungle and was followed by a village dog ever hopeful to eat my leftover rice. That day, I was the one who ate plain rice and the happy dog got to eat the barbecued frogs. 

				I continued to train with Ajahn Khun, for a couple more months, until April 1987 when I was called back to Wat Pah Nanachat for the funeral service of an old English gentleman who had passed away from cancer. He had come to live close 
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				by to the monastery to meditate and prepare for his death. On the day I departed from the monastery, I bowed and paid my respects to Ajahn Khun and asked forgiveness in the traditional manner. He encouraged me to keep meditating; and cultivating the mindfulness and wisdom to abandon attachment. He encouraged me to keep putting effort into developing states of samādhi, but at the same time, he reminded me to develop wisdom through paying close attention to the three universal characteristics of existence. 

				Ajahn Khun reminded me to contemplate the uncertainty of all phenomena, regardless of the states of stillness that I experienced in meditation, visions and any experiences of deep rapture and bliss. He taught me to see the impermanent and non-self nature of these conditions, rather than cling to them with a sense of self-identity or believe them to be attainments. He warned me that if one stops cultivating wisdom, then one can become stuck in the practice; and can even develop the defilements of insight; rather than true knowledge and insight that cuts off craving and mental defilements. He brought up the case of one well-known student of Luang Por Chah who had attained states of deep jhāna, but had not gone on to develop wisdom through cultivating insight. That monk thought he was enlightened already and this had become a stumbling block in his practice. I considered Ajahn Khun’s words of wisdom and felt that they were a truly noble expression of compassion.

				‘Bhāvana’ Means Cultivation Of Calm And Insight 

				One new activity I took up at Wat Pah Nanachat, was helping the senior monks with their work translating Luang Por Chah’s teachings into English; and at the same time, I began improving my own translations as an offering to the community. When there was an opportunity, I went over to Wat Nong Pah Pong to 
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				help look after Luang Por Chah. If it was possible, I volunteered for a double shift which meant living with him for a month at a time. At Wat Pah Nanachat, I felt more confident in my meditation practice; and assisted the Sangha in whatever duties I was capable of, such as administration and small tasks using my Thai language skills.

				In my own training, I continued to refrain from lying down and built myself a small sloping bamboo backrest to lean on when I rested at night. I had been refraining from lying down for a couple of years by that time; and still found the practice kept me focused on developing mindfulness and not indulging in sleep. During the rains retreat, the community followed a daily schedule that included morning meetings from 3:30am to 5:00am, 3 hours of group meditation from 1:00pm to 4:00pm in the afternoon, followed by a break; and then another group meeting from 7:00pm until 9:00pm. I found the routine quite helpful to bring up energy in my meditation and observed that the longer I sat without changing posture, generally the stronger my mindfulness became. I decided to begin the programme of sitting meditation at 1:00pm, but rather than change posture and get up for the walking meditation period at 2:00pm, I continued to sit in meditation, throughout the afternoon and early evening, until 8.00pm when evening chanting began. 

				Undertaking to sit non-stop for 7 hours was a natural

				development of many years practicing mindfulness of breathing. When I began meditating at 17, I could only sit for a maximum of 3 minutes at a time because my legs were so painful. I did not see that increasing the length of time I could sit in meditation, without moving as a goal in itself; but found that the patient effort required when sitting for longer periods improved my mindfulness and clear comprehension and helped me let go of 
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				the hindrances more effectively. Improving the level of patient effort I applied to my meditation helped me to develop deeper states of samādhi; and in turn a clearer insight into impermanence of body and mind. 

				The new practice of sitting longer, during the day, also complemented the all-night sitting I did once a week, when I also began to spend the whole night sitting meditation without moving or getting up. These were practices based partly on endurance, but what encouraged me to continue was that I found that the factors of samādhi arose more strongly; and my mind became brighter and more peaceful. In my experience, the longer I sat meditating without moving, the deeper the state of stillness; and the firmer the experience of equanimity I would achieve. I went through periods of intense pain, but then the pain also disappeared for periods of time. I experienced physical weariness periodically, but sometimes I found that the weariness also disappeared. My mind fell into drowsiness from time to time and then the drowsiness would disappear. 

				In general, the longer I sat in meditation, the stronger my mindfulness and equanimity became, and the clearer I saw the five hindrances as impermanent mental phenomena that can be abandoned. Repeatedly observing mental states arising and ceasing, and knowing painful feelings as merely feelings arising and ceasing, made me braver in the practice. I had no choice other than to face up to and contemplate any aversion and attachment to pain I experienced; and separate the mind from it using both mindfulness and insight. Little by little insight grew, and whether I experienced sleepiness or boredom, lust or anxiety, I observed these mental states as merely states of mind that arise and cease, according to causes and conditions.
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				Mettā Nourishes The Practice

				I realised with clarity over time, that when you put forth effort to go against the flow of mental defilements, it is easy to become irritated with other people or oneself; or to react negatively to any obstructive conditions. Every day, I continued to include time in my meditation for the development of mettā or loving kindness directed to myself and the members of the resident community, to counter such negative habits of mind. I still set the standard for myself that every evening, I must be able to sit down and clear my mind of any aversion to other people before moving on to my main meditation of mindfulness of breathing. Outside of my meditation, I consciously cultivated the attitudes of goodwill and compassion; and mostly channeled such good intentions into helping the community; practising tolerance with the people around me. If I found myself falling into strong aversion for another person, I sought out solitude and contemplated until I let go of the aversion as quickly as possible. I always aimed to develop equanimity and maintain a normal state of mind, with an attitude of loving kindness and patience in whatever I was doing, because I knew how easily irritation and aversion can be triggered. If I could not seek out solitude then I had to learn to control my temper in my speech and conduct; and not take out any irritation I experience on others. I reflected on the teaching that generally, you have to forgive others, a little more often than you would like.

				Living in a community with monks drawn from so many different backgrounds and cultures, it was not surprising that there were occasionally misunderstandings or disagreements when people held different views and opinions. People can be passionate about their views on meditation or the correct way to approach the monastic training; and sometimes this leads to personal suffering or disharmony between individuals. I wanted 
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				to make sure I was not holding on to views and opinions so tightly that they caused my thinking to be biased; or cause conflict with other monastics or lay visitors. I cultivated friendliness and tolerance even to those who held different opinions on the practice or had different preferences from me. If I saw faults in others, I tried to look back at myself and see if I had those same faults. I put effort into cultivating right speech; and preferred to say little if I had nothing useful to say. I followed the lead of senior monks in learning how to avoid creating a problem when other people’s views differed from my own; and I learned not to judge their behaviour too quickly. I focused on the good in others; and if I came across any unskilful conduct, I tried not to dwell on it in my mind. I found it helpful to ask myself if I still spoke or acted in those same unskilful ways that I had observed in others; and I set my mind on changing my behaviour, rather than always focusing critically on others or complaining about other people’s faults.

				Sexual Desire - The Flame In The Matchhead

				Every monk has to face strong sexual desire, from time to time; and also, its younger sibling of sensual desire or craving pleasure through sense experience. The monastic life exposes the fact that sensual desire is deeply rooted in our conditioning; and a recurring obstacle to the development of samādhi and wisdom. Living in the jungle in Thailand brought with it the benefits of seclusion. When I arrived, I did not know anyone locally which helped minimise the opportunity for socialising with females or creating strong attachments that could stimulate sexual attraction. But I still had to learn to restrain my eyes and imagination when in contact with the public. From my first day in the robes, I consciously minimised my contact with female visitors to the monastery. As a layman, I had managed to avoid having sexual relations with anyone, even though I had some 
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				close female friends and experienced some close calls, throughout my youth. In the monastery, I began practising sense restraint and contemplating the unattractiveness of the body and the repulsiveness of food, every day. I learned to be on my guard for situations or people that might trigger sensual desire. The Thai monks compared the danger of sexual attraction to the potential for fire contained in the head of a match. Whenever the match is struck correctly, fire will emerge and burn things up. Senior monks warned us of the danger from sensuality and sexual desire, all the time.

				One morning, not long after I returned to Wat Pah Nanachat from Ajahn Khun’s monastery, a large group of young foreign school teachers who were travelling around Thailand walked into the monastery eating hall, just before the meal. I was sitting in meditation with the other monks, and opened my eyes as the group came into the hall and sat down right in front of the monks. One of the female teachers closely resembled a former girlfriend of mine. My heart froze for a moment as I thought it really was my former girlfriend coming to visit me. I was not sure whether to run for cover or face the music, but fortunately as my eyes focused, I realised that it was a case of mistaken identity. I had a good laugh at myself. The panic caused by the welling up of strong emotions subsided quickly, but it was a good lesson on how strong emotions can spring up at any time, if the conditions are right. 

				On another occasion, a young Thai woman staying in the monastery wanted to talk to me because I could speak some Thai. She kept seeking out opportunities whenever I was in the public area of the monastery. Eventually, she grew tired of my failure to engage in anything more than a brief conversation and began seeking out and talking to another monk. Generally, 
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				I tried to avoid such encounters to minimise the risk to my practice, but even when I successfully kept to myself, I still had to deal with my own imagination; and that is where contemplation of the unattractiveness of the body became a good friend. All my teachers advised me to continue that practice on a daily basis. It is one of the four protective meditations; and over time, I came to trust in its role in preventing lust from arising, and keeping the mind out of trouble. I studied the skeleton we had hanging up in the meditation hall and I practised visualising the thirty-two parts of the body. I followed Luang Por Chah’s instructions and looked at the wrinkled skin on the feet and hands of the grannies as I walked for alms through the village and practised averting my eyes from the gaze of any young females and generally ignoring them. I was not the teacher so there was little need for me to engage with the laity at all, and I could carry on with my contemplation in peace.

				Learning From The Teacher - Luang Por Chah

				Over the next ten months, I moved between Wat Pah Nanachat and Wat Nong Pah Pong, as I spent much of my time as part of the team of monks attending to Luang Por Chah, whose health continued to deteriorate. I also spent some time assisting Luang Por Liem at Wat Nong Pah Pong, out of gratitude for all the work he was doing to look after Luang Por Chah, and the monastery. I observed how much effort he put into his own practice and how thorough and dedicated he was in the way he served Luang Por Chah, and ran the monastery. He hardly rested. Luang Por Chah had given Luang Por Liem the responsibility of leading the monks and nuns at the monastery; and I learned much as I observed how he maintained his mindfulness and equanimity, in the face of many challenging situations; and how he used his wisdom to solve a range of problems. He had a thankless task to be responsible for the care 
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				of Luang Por Chah; and the running of the monastery. Other senior disciples of Luang Por Chah were quick to criticise him if anything went wrong. Luang Por Liem constantly provided skilful leadership and installed a sense of harmony into the large group of monks; and always seemed to maintain a cool head, whatever the situation. In spite of his heavy burden of responsibility, and the pressure from all the monastic and lay disciples of Luang Por Chah, he maintained an even temper, with a peaceful and composed conduct through it all. 

				Remaining close to Luang Por Chah, during his illness, taught me many things about how we are suffering because of attachment and the value of letting go. The energy coming from him was always very powerful and peaceful that pervaded the whole monastery. It seemed to contradict the image of his weakened physical body which was painfully degenerating, day by day. He was so much physically weaker than any of us, and yet seemed to keep going because of his well-trained mind, great endurance and insight into emptiness. Observing Luang Por Chah helped me question my own mind, on those occasions when I thought that I was too tired to continue meditating or complete some tasks I had been assigned. Luang Por Chah was weak in body, but used his skill in samādhi, and his experience of non-attachment to cope with and transcend the constant pain and discomfort of his ageing body. 

				Recollecting Luang Por Chah was part of the practice of Sanghānussati meditation which inspired me. However, I had to contemplate the danger of attaching to him as my teacher. He was slowly dying before my very eyes; and if I did not accept the reality of impermanence, I would suffer. I had to accept that the teacher would soon be gone; and that his teachings and the example of how he practiced would be what continued. I also 
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				had to negotiate other people’s attachment to Luang Por Chah which occasionally stimulated extreme emotional reactions in the monks, and lay people close to him. Strong attachment to the teacher led some students to express their firmly held views and opinions about what was and what was not correct for the care of the teacher; and I witnessed the occasional argument over the best or proper methods to use. 

				As time went on, I became gradually more involved in the day-to-day decision-making and discussions around different aspects of Luang Por Chah’s care. I noticed how people’s strong faith in the teacher made them determined to do the best job in caring for him. Occasionally, their strong faith obstructed them from seeing or accepting other people’s point of view, when we discussed the appropriate course of action in different situations. Differences of opinion on the best way to care for Luang Por Chah could lead to strong disagreements, but Luang Por Liem normally had the last word in such situations. I learnt not to get into heated arguments with other monks and preferred to listen and make suggestions rather than force my views on anyone. I always made caring for Luang Por Chah the focus of my attention when I was with him. Some monks were protective of their role in caring for Luang Por Chah. A few were competitive and followed their conceit and views; but most monks were quiet, respectful, generous in sharing information and easy to work with. They simply provided the best care they could for their teacher. I practised restraint in my speech and conduct, during my time at his kuti; and when things were quiet and there were no activities, I sat to one side and meditated.

				Sometimes it seemed as if Luang Por Chah was consciously helping the monks around him to improve their practice of mindfulness and clear comprehension. When I massaged his 
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				arms, he often pulled against me to show that he still had some muscle control; and perhaps to let me know that he was aware of me. As I became more experienced in caring for him, I was asked to offer the liquid food prepared by the nuns for him each morning. We used a large syringe with a rubber end that was gently placed inside his mouth. The monk offering his food had to wait patiently until Luang Por Chah swallowed. He could not be forced or hurried. We massaged his neck muscles to ease the process of swallowing food and sometimes, when he was unable to swallow or uninterested to eat, we could only give him the smallest of meals. I never experienced any resistance from Luang Por Chah when I offered him food, although it was clear, on some days that he did not wish to eat very much. If any monk tried to force Luang Por Chah to eat thinking they knew what was best for him, he might not cooperate and would not swallow the food. In an extreme instance, Luang Por Chah refused to cooperate with one senior monk who was perhaps too heavy-handed. He hit the monk’s hands away with his own so hard that the syringe containing the liquid food was sent flying across the room. That senior monk became so unsettled that he refused to continue offering food; and left his nursing shift early. We found out later that the monk had been breaking some of the monastic training rules; and wondered if Luang Por Chah knew and was unwilling to cooperate with him. 

				Luang Por Chah had many different illnesses concurrently, but his chronic lung disease was the one which had a huge impact on the quality of his life, in his later years. He experienced phlegm and mucus blocking his windpipe constantly which resulted in violent coughing fits, but he did not have the strength or control of his muscles to help himself, during those moments. Day and night, we had to be on alert for the first sign of coughing as there was a real possibility that he could choke and stop breathing or fall out of bed. When he began coughing, his entire body 
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				moved and he could not support himself. Each time, the monks had to stop whatever they were doing and rushed to his aid. Sometimes, he accidentally knocked over his urine bottle. We always changed his bed sheets, as soon as they were soiled, even if it meant repeating the task, several times a day. 

				At times when two monks were distracted in their own conversation or having a quiet disagreement about something, or when a monk was falling asleep, it seemed like a timely cough from Luang Por Chah brought each monk back to the present moment. A cough from Luang Por Chah cut through unmindful conversations and the stories and fantasies of each monk’s mind when they were lost in their own thoughts. Luang Por Chah coughed many times a day, but many of us believed that some of those coughs were deliberate, and used as a simple method for making the monks around him pay attention to what they were doing; and bring up mindfulness. Even if the coughs were all generated naturally by his illness, they served to bring everyone’s attention back to the duty of caring for the teacher, which was natural because of each monk’s love and respect for Luang Por Chah.

				Every day, monks and lay devotees visited Luang Por Chah to pay respects and express their faith and gratitude. Some visitors prostrated in front of him and then sat quietly meditating outside his kuti, on the lawn. Other visitors chanted and some enquired about Luang Por Chah’s condition from the attendant monks. Many practitioners described how they entered much deeper states of stillness when they meditated in close proximity to Luang Por Chah. Other visitors were obviously experiencing pain or suffering in their own lives; and sat to one side crying softly or wishing for a blessing from the teacher. Sometimes after sitting near Luang Por Chah for a while, they seemed to find some temporary relief or resolution to their problem, without a word being said; and departed looking calmer and 
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				more relaxed. Occasionally, the facial expression of a visitor changed from a frown to a smile, after some time spent sitting in the presence of the teacher. Whether it was just one or two individuals visiting him or an entire busload of several hundred faithful devotees, everyone seemed to appreciate the calm and peaceful atmosphere surrounding Luang Por Chah.

				Even animals were attracted by the kindness and compassion emanating from Luang Por Chah. One day, a huge tortoise came slowly walking from the forest and sat motionless outside the window facing him, for a few hours, while the monks went about their business. Another day, a cobra came to slither up to the veranda and coil up next to the window as if on guard. Many birds and parrots came to live at the kuti for periods of time; and stayed close to the monks while refusing to let any of the lay visitors touch them. The monks were keen to protect Luang Por Chah from ants, mosquitoes and flies; and for ten years, every insect that entered his room was carefully trapped and released outside with the minimum of force. Some monks were so skilled that they could catch a fly or a mosquito in their bare hands and release it outside, without harming it. 

				On one occasion, a local woman who had a reputation for wanting a western man for a husband, came to Luang Por Chah’s kuti and requested to meet me. At the time, I was sitting in meditation on the floor inside the room next to Luang Por Chah; and was easily visible from the windows which were all around the room. Twice, she was told by monks who met her outside, to go to the window and ask to speak to me, but she told them that when she stood outside the window and looked in, she could not see me. Eventually, she went away assuming I was not present and that the monks were mistaken. Later, nobody could explain how this had happened, but the monks thought that Luang Por Chah had somehow helped me avoid a person who may have come to the monastery for the wrong reasons.
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				Family Bonds

				In November 1988, my parents and brother visited Thailand. I was happy that they agreed to stay at Wat Pah Nanachat and were willing to put up with the simple monastic accommodation. I knew that if they stayed in the monastery, it would be the best way to introduce them to Buddhist monasticism and the teachings. We put my father and brother in a monk’s kuti in the jungle and although I was concerned that they would be uncomfortable, I was happy that they could observe our daily activities and experience firsthand, how we lived in the jungle. My mother stayed on her own in a kuti in the women’s section. Each day, I visited her dwelling to chase away the mice and geckos; and change the water in the moat surrounding the kuti which acted as a barrier against the ants and termites. My family had to put up with thin mattresses, cold showers, mosquitoes, ants, spicy food and the heat, but they did not complain. 

				I took them to visit Luang Por Chah and my parents commented on how well trained the monks were; and what an impressive job they were doing as they cared for him. Like so many people, they found the mindfulness, restraint and compassion displayed by the monks inspiring, and knew that it was the result of having a good teacher. They were not yet fully aware of all aspects of the Buddha’s teachings, but they appreciated that Luang Por Chah was a special teacher. It was their good fortune to have met him. They received teachings from Luang Por Liem which I translated; and from Ajahn Pasanno who they had met previously when he visited Amaravati Monastery in the UK. Like so many of the family members of the western monks, my family was touched by the level of hospitality and warmth shown to them by the Thai lay devotees. People did their best to make them comfortable and offer them the best food, the best seats and the best accommodation wherever we took them.
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				We travelled to Bangkok and Chiang Mai together, and it was a good opportunity for my family to see that in Thailand, Buddhism is a mainstream religion and monks have a highly respected and central role to play in the society. Whenever we travelled out of the monastery, they observed that wherever we went, the Thai people we encountered constantly asked me why I had become a monk; and wanted me to tell them about my Dhamma practice. Although my parents were not Buddhists, they were moved by the level of reverence and respect shown to me and other monks. In Bangkok, Khun Vanee Lumsum kindly took care of them and arranged visits for us to a number of important monasteries and also the Grand Palace. My mother was impressed when a soldier guarding the palace brought out a chair and umbrella for protection against the sun and offered them straight to me, rather than to her. I shared them with her later, but she noticed how automatically people took care of monks wherever we went.

				My family’s visit was a chance for me to show them firsthand how I was living, both in the jungle and outside. They were able to put aside many of their doubts about my well-being. At that time, I chose not to inform them of any previous accidents I had; and did not tell them about the worst of my bad health experiences in my first few years, as a monk. I certainly did not mention the fact that the monk who sat next to me had died of malaria the year before. When they left Thailand, they were really impressed and much more at ease with how I was living and practising as a monk. My mother confided in me that a few of my friends had marital problems, drink problems and unfortunately one of them had committed suicide. It seemed to dawn on her that I could be doing something much worse.
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				“

				Then Venerable Ānanda went up to the Buddha,

				bowed, sat down to one side, and said to him:

				“Sir, good friends, companions, and associates

				are half of the spiritual life.”

				“Not so, Ānanda! Not so, Ānanda!

				Good friends, companions, and associates

				are the whole of the spiritual life.

				A mendicant

				with good friends, companions, and associates

				can expect to develop and cultivate

				the Noble Eightfold Path.”

				Upaḍḍhasutta

				(Saṃyukta Nikāya 45.2)
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				Sangha Family

				Spending long periods of time with Luang Por Chah gave me the opportunity to meet many monks from his Sangha; and also senior monks and meditation teachers from monasteries further afield. Both monks and lay Buddhists travelled from all over Thailand and abroad, to visit and pay respects to him. I often had the chance to meet senior monks and talk about Dhamma practice, when they visited his kuti. I made friends with Ajahn Piak, Ajahn Anan and Ajahn Dtun, who visited Luang Por Chah regularly and were already considered wise and peaceful monks, even though they were still quite young. They sent their students to help serve Luang Por Chah; and those monks encouraged me to spend time with their teacher, Ajahn Piak, because of his recognised skills in meditation and his direct knowledge of the mind. Eventually in April 1988, I requested permission from Ajahn Pasanno to spend time practising under the guidance of Ajahn Piak at his monastery, located on a piece of swampland near the old Bangkok International Airport.
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				Ajahn Somchai, Ajahn Piak, Ajahn Kanok, Ajahn Chah,

				Ajahn Kalyano, Ajahn Anan, Ajahn Revat, Ajahn Tong

				at Ajahn Chah’s nursing kuti in 1991.
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				How Do You Enter Samādhi 

				With Jumbo Jets Flying Overhead?

				In May 1988, I travelled from Wat Pah Nanachat to Wat Fah Krahm, located in marshland near the airport on the northern edge of Bangkok. Ajahn Piak, the senior monk at Wat Fah Krahm, had only been a monk for thirteen years but had a good reputation for his skill with samādhi and his understanding of Luang Por Chah’s teachings. He was good friends with Ajahn Anan and Ajahn Dtun who had previously lived with him in Wat Fah Krahm,when the land was first offered to Luang Por Chah. However, by 1988, Ajahn Anan and Ajahn Dtun had moved to Rayong province to begin Wat Marp Jan. I was the first foreign monk to spend the rains retreat under the guidance of Ajahn Piak, so it was a new experience for all of us.

				When I arrived at the monastery, there were only a couple of monks living with Ajahn Piak. I had plenty of opportunities to discuss the Dhamma with him. He explained to me how to cultivate the qualities needed to progress in meditation; and how to overcome different obstacles. He emphasised the cultivation of mindfulness, clear comprehension and equanimity, in all postures. In those days, the monastery was quiet and undeveloped with almost no daily visitors. Although it was located next to vacant swampland, on the edge of the city, it still retained an atmosphere of seclusion and tranquility, despite being so close to houses and factories. There was a good feeling of harmony and dedication to the practice in the monastery which was in large part due to Ajahn Piak’s warm and peaceful presence; and also, the faith and sincerity of the monks. Living with Ajahn Piak confirmed to me that cultivating the factors of the Noble Eightfold Path; following in the footsteps of the Buddha and letting go of mental defilements should be the focus 
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				of my practice. This goal was more important than finding the perfect place or conditions for the practice. The monastery was right on the flight path to Bangkok International Airport; and I had no choice but to learn how to let go of any irritation arising from hearing the constant sounds of jet engines, day and night. I learnt to focus my awareness on my own mind; one time, I even found that experiencing such disturbance was actually a really useful training in letting go. There was no point holding on to irritation and aversion, directed at the sound of jet engines when there was nothing I could do about it.

				Ajahn Piak provided a good example of how to maintain mindfulness and contemplate the impermanence of sights, sounds and smells that came in from the nearby urban areas. Not only did we hear the sounds of aeroplanes overhead, but also the sounds of traffic and music from nearby roads. Every afternoon as we swept leaves, we had to maintain mindfulness as we encountered the food smells wafting in from the nearby street vendors. On the second day in the monastery, I commented to Ajahn Piak that the level of sense impingement in the monastery was much higher than monks normally experience in other forest monasteries. His response was that he practised contemplating the impermanent nature of sense objects and kept his attention directed inwards towards his mind, rather than letting it wander out to the objects of the senses. He said he practised maintaining mindfulness and letting go of mental defilements following the instructions of Luang Por Chah. He made it sound very easy.

				Ajahn Anan and Ajahn Dtun visited Wat Fah Krahm regularly, so I became friendly with them.We regularly discussed Dhamma practice together. When Ajahn Piak and Ajahn Anan heard that I had kept to the ascetic practice of not lying down for the past 

			

		

	
		
			
				168

			

		

		
			
				Peace From Within

			

		

		
			
				four years, they encouraged me to give up that practice and suggested that my energy level and strength of mindfulness would improve as a result. They advised that if I observed not lying down on selective nights, such as during the lunar half-moon and full moon Observance Days, rather than every night, my mindfulness would improve; and I would experience deeper states of samādhi more frequently. They thought that if I gained better quality rest for my body, I would be physically stronger and able to maintain more consistent mindfulness in all postures. Just before the rains retreat, after almost four years of not lying down, I finally allowed myself to sleep at night lying down on a mat. I found that Ajahn Piak’s prediction about my meditation practice actually came true. My meditation did improve. Ajahn Piak continued to encourage me to sleep little and meditate all night sometimes, but he also reminded me to rest enough when I needed to, so that my body was stronger and healthier. While I lived in his monastery, I still spent much of the nighttime meditating because the air temperature was cooler, and the monastery was more peaceful at night. The mosquitoes that swarmed, out of the swamps at night, were however challenging, and they became good teachers.

				The Arahant In The City

				Ajahn Piak explained the importance of maintaining one’s practice, even in challenging situations. He talked about different teachers who were good examples to follow. He mentioned Chao Khun Nor Dhammavitakko, from Wat Thep Sirin in Bangkok, who had also been praised by Luang Por Chah. He was known in the circle of monks as the Arahant in the city, because he was reputed to have practised and realised the cessation of suffering in the middle of Bangkok. Ajahn Piak took me to visit Ajahn Maha Umpun who was one of Chao Khun Nor’s few direct disciples; and he still lived at the same 
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				city monastery. We listened to his inspiring words of guidance on how to cultivate sense restraint, mindfulness and insight meditation when living in a large, busy monastery surrounded by buildings, cars and people. It was encouraging to hear how a monk, with determination and self-discipline, can still meditate and follow the training rules in such a challenging environment. 

				Ajahn Maha Umpun described how his teacher, Chao Khun Nor Dhammavitakko, upheld the monastic discipline strictly, meditated many hours a day and eventually achieved the experience of full awakening, in the middle of Bangkok. Chao Khun Nor Dhammavitakko slept in a coffin to remind himself of the impermanence of life. He taught the monks that he had only had good experiences, arising from his recollection of death as a meditation. Chao Khun Nor Dhammavitakko never missed a group meditation meeting in the monastery, throughout his entire monk’s life except on the day he died. He said if you are focused on training yourself for Nibbāna you would not allow yourself to get distracted by the various monastic ceremonies, teaching programmes and different forms of engagement with lay society that can pull monks away from training the mind. Ajahn Maha Umpun reminded us that it is possible to progress in the cultivation of the Noble Eightfold Path; and liberate your mind from the influence of the mental defilements, wherever you are. I returned to Ajahn Piak’s monastery together with the other monks, having received some simple but effective teachings that I still use today.

				Asubha - Meditation On Unattractiveness Of The Body

				Living at Ajahn Piak’s monastery brought up a few minor challenges. At night, there were so many mosquitoes in the air that you could not stand still without getting bitten. They even land on you during walking meditation. Cobras and king cobras lived in holes under the buildings; and they regularly crossed paths 
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				with the monks, helping us to remain alert and mindful. One night, a civet cat deposited the large, smelly and maggot-filled corpse of a snake on the veranda of my kuti. It seemed like a gift from heaven, as Ajahn Piak was teaching me to contemplate the unattractiveness of the body, using the ten-corpse meditations. I was meditating on these themes in a more determined way than before. Throughout my time under Ajahn Piak’s guidance, I developed the perception of the unattractiveness of the body, on a daily basis, until I became very familiar with seeing myself and others as corpses and particularly as skeletons. I found this practice especially helpful because I encountered more people daily than I had previously, at other monasteries and many of them were young women. We went into the large adjoining housing estate on alms round, every morning, and most of the people putting food in our bowls were females of all ages. Some of them engaged in brief conversations with the monks; and some got to know me as we met daily. I was experiencing deeper and steadier states of calm in my meditation, so I turned to contemplate the unattractiveness of the body all the time. Following Luang Por Chah’s encouragement, I practised visualising myself and others as skeletons.

				Ajahn Piak trusted me enough to talk openly about his own meditation practice. It gave some insight into the development of Sammā samādhi or correct samādhi according to the Noble Eightfold Path. Occasionally, he let me know about the practice of other monks; and their level of understanding and skill in meditation if he thought it was appropriate. Ajahn Piak had developed deep states of stillness and psychic powers from an early age; and because he was still a fairly junior monk and relatively unknown as a meditation teacher, it was easier for me to ask him direct questions, and I received some very direct answers. I am also grateful that he encouraged me to respect and learn from other well-practised meditation teachers, living in 
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				different parts of Thailand. He introduced me to some wise and compassionate teachers that I had never heard of before; and revealed what a rich and varied tradition of meditation monks Thailand has. We visited monks outside the Luang Por Chah lineage such as Luang Por Boodah, Luang Por Buddhadasa, Luang Pu Doo, Luang Por Jia, Luang Por Puth and Somdet Prayuth Payutto who only lived one kilometre away from Wat Fah Krahm. I got to hear about the lives and practice of many well-practised and wise monks.

				Before the rains retreat, I accompanied Ajahn Piak to visit Wat Suan Or, a small forest monastery, under his guidance in Chonburi. Situated on a quiet forested hill, surrounded by sugarcane fields, the monastery was quite suitable for developing meditation. We stayed there for a week; and he left me behind when he returned to Bangkok. Ajahn Piak gave me a chance to improve my meditation in a quieter monastery, but he did return to visit regularly over the following weeks. There was a small group of dedicated monks in residence; and each time, Ajahn Piak returned to visit, we had a good opportunity to discuss the Dhamma and meditate together. 

				Ajahn Piak encouraged me to continue cultivating mindfulness of breathing; and when my mind was calm and steady, to contemplate the unattractiveness of the body. He encouraged me to become familiar with putting attention on each of the thirty-two parts of the body, visualise them and mentally separate them out from each other, to break down the habitual identification with the body, as a solid self. The practice was like mentally disassembling the component parts of an automobile; and then putting all the parts back together again. Pulling apart the body and putting it back together in my mind was aimed at changing my false perceptions; and reducing attachment to the view of the body as a solid self or belonging to a self. 
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				When mindfulness is clear, and one’s investigation penetrates the Truth, one sees the body as a collection of physical elements that are without an owner. I contemplated each body part repeatedly, to see its unattractiveness and impermanence, until the sense of my body, being a single solid person or being under the ownership of a self, disappeared. Ajahn Piak taught me in line with the Maha Satipaṭṭhāna Sutta, as taught by the Buddha, but added his own dimension of practical experience. I found this quite a challenging mental exercise, that I could only carry out effectively when I was calm and concentrated. In the long run, it has been a rewarding practice and brought me to know deeper levels of the qualities of dispassion and detachment. 

				This way of meditating was a method for developing strong mindfulness directed to the body, cultivating the perception of the unattractiveness of the body as well as for contemplating the three universal characteristics of existence: impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and the non-self nature of phenomena.Occasionally, when my mind was still, visions of my body without its covering of skin arose; or else a vision of individual parts of the body, might arise quite naturally and spontaneously. At those times, my mind was at its brightest and a cool feeling of dispassion arose that pervaded my five aggregates for a long time.

				I settled in to my practice at the new monastery for about a month, thinking I would spend the rains retreat there. The day before the rains retreat began, Ajahn Piak visited and told me I would be returning to enter the rains retreat under his guidance at Wat Fah Krahm. This unexpected move from one monastery to another was a common feature of the monk’s life, in those days; and was seen as part of the training of a forest monk who takes dependence on his teacher. I had full respect for Ajahn Piak’s wisdom and confidence in his decision making, 
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				so I did not complain when he only gave me an hour to pack my belongings and prepare myself for travel. Moving without prior warning was always a good way to test my ability to let go of plans and attachments; and accept the way things are. 

				Back at Wat Fah Krahm, there were about seven monks, resident for the rains retreat; and we were all keen to study the monastic training rules; and cultivate the path of calm and insight meditation. We participated in morning and evening Puja, and meditation meetings; and stayed up all night meditating together on the Observance Days. After the evening meetings, Ajahn Piak sometimes let the monks come up to his kuti and give him a foot massage; and ask questions or discuss different topics of the Dhamma with him. Some nights when I felt tired, I joined the group of monks at his kuti as a way to stop me from going to sleep too early, but most nights I stayed alone and continued cultivating mindfulness. I walked meditation, dodging the mosquito swarms until 11 o’clock or even midnight. My usual aim was to overcome the mental hindrances which tended to swing between sensual desire, ill will and sleepiness. I found that I could focus on the breath at my heart; and cultivate the object of mettā, to quell any anger or irritation I was experiencing much more frequently than when I first ordained as a monk. I also made great progress in letting go of drowsiness; and sometimes experienced states of deep and lucid awareness, even in the middle of the night. Sensual desire was always the hardest hindrance to abandon; and I continued to recollect the impermanence of sense objects and contemplate my bones as a regular meditation object.

				Samādhi Alone Cannot Stop You Disrobing

				One day, the senior monk, from a new branch monastery, travelled down from Ubon to visit Ajahn Piak. This monk was considered to be well-developed in his practice of meditation, 
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				with a peaceful and bright mind. The visiting monk meditated together with the community; and talked with Ajahn Piak who confirmed that he indeed had skill in attaining states of samādhi. Not long after this, we received the news that the monk had disrobed after falling in love with a female lay disciple. This event led to an interesting discussion on how it is possible for a monk who regularly attains the happiness of deep states of samādhi, to still seek an intimate relationship with a female student, and end up leaving the monk’s life. Ajahn Piak emphasised the importance of using states of stillness, as a basis for cultivating wisdom, through focusing on the perceptions of impermanence, unsatisfactoriness and non-self, in one’s experience of physical and mental phenomena. He also reminded us the importance of cultivating the perception of the unattractiveness of the body constantly. It was also clear to many of us, that even if you develop deep states of samādhi, you have to ground yourself in the monastic training rules; the practice of sense restraint; and continuously reflect on the Four Noble Truths and the three universal characteristics of existence to develop insight. Samādhi alone cannot liberate us from greed, anger and delusion. 

				States of calm and stillness have to be cultivated together with the other factors of the Noble Eightfold Path. The mindfulness and calm we cultivate, through our meditation, has to be used as a vehicle for developing insight into the Four Noble Truths. One has to develop clear knowledge; and vision of the true nature of phenomena which gives rise to disenchantment and dispassion; and allows one to abandon the craving and attachment that are the cause of suffering. Samādhi alone can only suppress the mental defilements temporarily, and if no wisdom is developed in conjunction with other factors of the Noble Eightfold Path, the defilements of lust and sensual desire will always return and take over the mind. 
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				During the rains retreat at Wat Fah Krahm, the physical conditions in the monastery deteriorated, as the heavy monsoon rains continued, and flood water slowly made its way down from the northern provinces, towards Bangkok. The high level of rainfall meant that flood waters, moving through the swamps, flowed into the monastery until the land was filled to a level where there was waist-high dirty flood water everywhere. Sometimes we used wooden boats to go out on alms round. The mosquito population thrived. Everyone had to cultivate patient endurance with the exposure to skin diseases and inevitable inconveniences. Cobras swam past as we washed our alms bowls, after the meal. A mother cat and her three kittens stranded on a plank of wood floated past one day; and were adopted by one of the monks whose kuti had become a little island in the flood waters. On one occasion, my friend went to take a shower in the middle of the day, and entered the small bathroom under his kuti. I was walking meditation next door and suddenly hearing screams, I saw the bathroom door flung open and out came a monk running in one direction and a huge cobra slithering in the other. The snake had tried to seek refuge from the heat and the flood waters, in the bathroom, but luckily the monk had noticed him at the last minute. Both seemed equally shocked.

				During one terrible thunderstorm, a Vietnamese passenger airliner crashed only a few hundred meters from the monastery. All the passengers and crew died except for one co-pilot. In the following days, we joined hundreds of other local monks in merit-making ceremonies chanting and dedicating merit to the hundreds of dead passengers and crew. It was amazing to see the outpouring of compassion from the local people, who were willing to arrange funeral chanting and make offerings, as if they were members of their own family. We speculated on the workings of the law of kamma and how one man could walk away from the crash almost unhurt, while everyone else had died instantly.
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				One of the main things, I learned during my time practising at Wat Fah Krahm, was the importance of not indulging in irritation and negative reactions to the difficult conditions and to maintain effort in cultivating mindfulness, patience and mettā, following Ajahn Piak’s example. I could see how his emphasis on cultivating the four sublime attitudes of goodwill, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity was an essential basis for attaining strong mindfulness; and deeper states of samādhi and also for interacting skilfully with the world. Rather than feeding the negativity my mind constantly threw up, I learnt to observe and let go, and kept returning my attention to the breath as much as possible.

				Inspiration From Awakened Beings 

				By the end of the rains retreat, my meditation practice had matured, and I had a better understanding of how to look after my mind. My mind was not always peaceful, but I understood better how to maintain mindfulness in all situations; and how to use the secluded lifestyle and monastic discipline to restrain the worst of my mental defilements. At the end of the retreat, we travelled to Rayong for the Kaṭhina offering at Wat Marp Jan. Even though I already knew Ajahn Anan and Ajahn Dtun well, it was my first visit to the monastery. We spent a couple of nights in the lush jungle; and Ajahn Anan invited me to return and spend more time there later. It seemed a quiet and suitable place to practice.

				Ajahn Piak arranged a trip, for the community, to visit different teachers in northern Thailand. One of the highlights was having the opportunity to pay respects to Luang Por Kasem Khemako in Lampang. Luang Por Kasem, was revered throughout Thailand as a fully Awakened Arahant, with one of the most powerful minds, of all the monks in the country. 
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				He had dedicated his life to the practice of abandoning mental defilements and was well-known for being utterly fearless and equanimous in the face of pain, difficulty and personal suffering. He had given up his position as the Abbot of a city monastery, at a young age, and gone to live in a charnel ground, not leaving until he had attained full awakening. He received us kindly but was only strong enough to give us a brief blessing; and a few simple words of encouragement. It was enough. Ajahn Piak told us that Luang Por Kasem spent much of his time sending mettā to protect the King of Thailand. 

				On the same journey, we visited Luang Por Boodah Thavaro, in Sing Buri province, who was also revered as a fully Awakened Arahant. He was over ninety, and had visited Luang Por Chah a number of times, over the years. He spoke kindly to us and I asked him how his health was. He answered with a smile that he was feeling ‘yen sabai’, which means cool and happy in Thai. It seemed like an apt description for his state of mind which was bright and radiant and filled with loving kindness. Even after a short chat with him followed by a blessing, everybody departed from his monastery, feeling uplifted; and like they were floating on clouds. It was easy to see how a well-practiced monk can uplift so many people simply with his presence. In Chiang Mai, we visited the Chedi housing the relics of Luang Por Waen and then paid respects to Luang Por Sim, another fully Awakened disciple of Luang Por Mun. It was as if we had been given a Dhamma holiday after the rains retreat; and by the time we returned to Ajahn Piak’s monastery, the flood waters were slowly beginning to recede; and the monks began talking about going wandering in distant jungles for the cold season.
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				Tiger Stream Monastery Cave Retreat

				As the cold season approached in December 1988, Ajahn Piak gave me permission to follow one of the senior monks, Ajahn Jeera, on a journey to a remote hermitage, in the jungle of Kanchanaburi province, near the border with Myanmar. It was an area that was popular with wandering forest monks, as it was one of the last regions in Thailand that was still relatively unpopulated; and still had large areas of old growth forest full of native birds and animals. The branch monastery is called Huay Sea or Tiger Stream Monastery. It is located a long way from any developed towns and roads. There was no public transport to the nearest village, in the hills, so we had to hitch a lift with a mining truck and then walk along mud tracks through the jungle. Only one monk and one novice resided at the hermitage, but the secluded atmosphere was conducive to meditation. The monastery was several thousand acres in size, with caves and streams; and surrounded by a much larger area of native jungle. There were many wild animals, such as tigers and bears, moving in and out of the forest of the hermitage. The Buddha often reminded the monks to find secluded places as a supportive factor for training their minds; and it seemed like a suitable place to stay for the dry season.

				We rode on top of the mining truck, along the mud track, into the mountains; and then had to walk for half a day. We walked along a dirt track, with trees hanging over our heads to shade us from the hot sun; and encountered no traffic at all. We were tired but the beautiful jungle made up for it and we really could not complain. About ten kilometres out from the monastery, we met a couple of hunters travelling by motorcycle; and they offered to carry our bowl bags on their shoulders and send them ahead to the monastery for us. We were happy to let them make some merit because they regularly made a lot of bad kamma, 
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				hunting animals. We arrived in the monastery at dusk and were caught by surprise, as the temperature suddenly dropped to about 12 degrees Celsius, which for Thailand, felt really cold. We hurried off to take a bath in the stream which snaked through the monastery, but soon realised that the water was icy cold, so we cleaned off the dust and sweat from our journey as quickly as possible. Standing in the freezing water, we bathed so fast that the resident fish did not have time to nibble our skin which is what they would normally do if we lingered in the water.

				I moved into a retreat cave on the cliff face, which had a chamber long and deep enough to cut out the light and sound from outside; and provided a place to walk meditation quietly. The cave was well-ventilated; and without the smell of bat excrement polluting the air which makes so many caves uninhabitable. It provided a suitable place for retreat, for the next four months. At dawn, the temperature fell to 3 degrees Celsius on some mornings; and the cold weather changed my perception of Thailand as a hot country. The first morning, I went on alms round to the nearby village. I walked along a track where the mud had been pounded into powder by the heavy logging trucks; and the air temperature was so low that the powdered mud felt like snow under my feet. I called it Thai snow. We ate our meal sitting outside in full sunlight, something which would normally be very uncomfortable, in Thailand; but because the air was so cold, it was actually more comfortable than sitting in the shade. After our simple meal, the senior monk Ajahn Suphon, took us on a tour of the monastery. It took several hours because he showed us the full extent of the jungle area under the care of the monks. At a second set of caves, further along the mountain, we found fresh tiger tracks which was a surprise and tested our equanimity. The discovery motivated us to stay mindful and alert.
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				I asked permission, from Ajahn Suphon, to begin a solitary retreat in the cave I had moved into. He kindly allowed me to stay there and meditate with no other responsibilities. Inside a small dark chamber, in the inner cave, was a small wooden platform set up for sitting meditation and sleeping. A second chamber, nearer to the cave entrance was long enough for me to pace up and down in meditation. An old oil drum had been placed to collect water that dripped down, through a crack in the rock ceiling, and could be used for drinking and bathing. The cave was completely dark, which was a new experience for me, but I thought the challenge of complete isolation and sensory deprivation might teach me something. With no sunlight, no normal sounds to hear and no one to socialise with, my own internal mental activity became much clearer to me; and aided my close examination of the five aggregates. I cultivated mindfulness and clear comprehension, directed to my own body and mind; and was able to meditate in the dark, all day long. I had previously experienced intense heat, and weeks of immobility and little distraction when I had cellulitis in my leg at Wat Keuan; and in the cave, I also faced a situation with little distraction, but the difference was that it was cold and dark all the time.

				I only had a few months available to practice in this unique situation. So I was determined to put forth as much effort in my meditation as I could. I was used to meditating for many hours, through the day and night, but without other activities I sometimes meditated for up to 18 hours a day. The only external distractions included a few animals who came by; and one brief visit by a small group of monks, from a nearby monastery. Each morning and evening, a rat wandered in and out of the cave, and stopped for a drink of water at the oil drum. I put down a water scoop containing some water so that the rat would not 

			

		

	
		
			
				181

			

		

		
			
				Kalyāṇamitta - Dhamma Friends

			

		

		
			
				have to risk drowning, when it dangled by its rear legs from the rim of the oil drum to drink the water. A solitary bat slept, above me, during the day, hanging from a string line that ran across the cave above my seat. I gave it permission to sleep there as long as it left no droppings; and did not bring home friends. A couple of times a group of porcupines disturbed the silence with the sound of their spines clicking together, as they explored the cave. One night, a huge snake track appeared across my walking path. The snake appeared to be almost as thick as my leg from the imprint of its body in the dirt; and I assumed it was a python. I never saw the mysterious snake, so I never knew if on that night it had come into the cave; or had been in there all the time and departed.

				I used the precious opportunity for solitary meditation to improve my efforts in developing continuous mindfulness and insight. Between December and April, there were times when my mind absorbed deeply into the breath; and became brighter and more peaceful than ever before. At those times I experienced strong rapture, happiness, calm and one-pointedness which lasted for many days afterwards; and facilitated contemplation and insight into the impermanence of body, feelings, memories and thoughts. There were also plenty of days when I toiled away at my practice, wading through the five hindrances which vied with each other to take over my mind. Much of the time I relied on patient effort to maintain mindfulness with whatever I was experiencing. I was letting go of any desire for particular results or special experiences from my meditation; and focused on maintaining mindfulness with whatever came into my awareness. I had to find skilful ways to arouse energy and enthusiasm for meditation - when my mind was not concentrated, and was caught into endless mental proliferation. I realised that being mindful or bored or restless still keeps you on the same path that the Buddha walked.

			

		

	
		
			
				182

			

		

		
			
				Peace From Within

			

		

		
			
				Stillness

				When I considered how to improve my meditation, I reminded myself of Luang Por Chah’s analogy that training the mind is similar to a farmer gathering in his fishing net that he has flung out into a flooded paddy field. He keeps feeling his way and bringing each corner of the net closer to himself, until he has gathered all of the net in his hands and has trapped some fish. I was in the pitch-black cave slowly gathering my mental energy together, aided by the lack of distraction and the limited sense stimulation, and occasionally my mind did unify in one-pointedness and displayed its own luminosity. 

				On one occasion, I had been meditating all day and by about 10:30pm, I felt tired and was preparing to rest. My mind was calm and focused on the breath, but the feelings of tiredness in my body made me think it would be more profitable to rest first and meditate more the following morning. Just as I was about to finish meditating and get up from my sitting posture, my mind suddenly, but quite naturally, unified in a deep state of samādhi; and I experienced an intensely powerful feeling of rapture and happiness. The mind became completely one-pointed within itself, letting go of the body and unifying in one-pointedness. It seemed like I had dived into a deep state of calm without making any effort; and without any person making it happen. I continued to sit for the next few hours resting in the quality of refined knowing; and with no movement of mind seeking for anything else to satisfy it. My mind was completely luminous and its radiance seem to fill the whole cave. At one point, the radiance of my mind seemed to penetrate upwards through the rock ceiling of the cave and into the sky above the hill. The heightened level of mindfulness and equanimity, accompanied by rapture and bliss, lasted several days. I realised that it was the result of all the previous efforts I had put into meditation, and even in those periods, when the mind did not seem peaceful at all.
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				Later on, when I returned to stay with Ajahn Piak and described this experience to him, he replied that he regularly entered a state where his mind appeared to be boundless and its radiance quite naturally penetrated beyond solid objects. He said that when he first gained samādhi, all his mental energy flowed upwards, without any apparent limits. We chuckled about that. Usually, my biggest obstacle in meditation was the increasing dukkha vedanā or feelings of pain; and tiredness that arose from sitting and walking for long periods of time without rest; but on this occasion, all the painful feelings in the body disappeared for several days; and were replaced by equanimity. At the same time, the five hindrances that so easily come into the mind, completely disappeared and seemed unable to affect the mind. My mind seemed to be floating in space, detached from the body and I felt no pain. 

				When one experiences deep states of stillness, it is easy to get attached to them; and give them too much importance. If that happens, it triggers the desire to claim the experience as an attainment; and want to repeat it at will, which can create disappointment when things do not go the way you want. I turned to contemplate the impermanence of the factors of samādhi; and how they arise, change and pass away over time. I reflected on the impermanence of the rapture and happiness; and observed painful feelings returning and aimed to maintain mindfulness and equanimity. I reflected on the supportive causes and conditions leading up to the mind entering states of deep stillness and how the qualities of mind change as one emerges from stillness. As I put effort into maintaining mindfulness, I attempted to preserve the quality of the ‘internal witness’ that Luang Por Chah encouraged practitioners to develop. It is that ability to know the experience of body and mind, with detached awareness. I contemplated that the awareness of the radiance 
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				of the mind is conditioned; and not to be grasped at as self or belonging to self. The experience of rapture and happiness associated with the tranquil mind, lasted quite a few days, but I observed the factors of samādhi eventually degenerating to a more familiar level. 

				As I continued meditating each day, I contemplated the mental states and intentions arising and focused on maintaining equanimity to prevent the mind giving into any mental defilements. Throughout my time on retreat in the cave, I contemplated how negative desires arise and pass away; and observed how when I lost my mindfulness, it led to the mind identifying with desires as self and holding on to them. When mindfulness and wisdom are present, you know the arising and ceasing of pleasant and unpleasant feelings, as merely feelings. When you lose your mindfulness, your mind identifies strongly with any feeling as self; and cannot control the endless thinking and reacting to feelings; and perceptions of pleasure and pain. I strove to bring up mindfulness over and over again and set aside the frustrations that accompanied that effort.

				I kept up the contemplation of the unattractiveness of the physical body; and focused particularly on the bone structure. I frequently observed and recollected each bone in my body. I investigated the shape, colour, and hardness of bones; the origin of bones and the cessation of bone; and how they return to the earth element when we die. I had been doing this for the previous rains retreat under Ajahn Piak, but the retreat in the cave gave me a period of undistracted meditation on this theme and it resulted in a deeper sense of dispassion and equanimity than I had experienced previously. 
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				Meeting A Tiger For The First Time

				At the end of March, we returned to Ajahn Piak’s monastery to pay respects and share our experience of staying in the caves and forest of Kanchanaburi province. Arriving back at Wat Fah Krahm, we found that the monks were getting their umbrella tents and ground sheets ready to travel to Khao Yai National Park for a retreat with Ajahn Piak, Ajahn Anan and Ajahn Dtun, and I was invited to join the group. Some of the monks were a little nervous because the national park had a reputation for being home to a large population of tigers and rowdy elephants. Some monks were hiding their anxiety, in case they would not be allowed to join the expedition. Others boasted how they were not scared because they owned some good protective medallions and amulets. There was much amusement in the community when Ajahn Piak declared that all amulets, medallions and power objects would have to be left behind in the monastery; and the only protection the monks would be allowed to take along was their faith and practice of sīla, samādhi and paññā. This is one’s real refuge. 

				One afternoon, one of my friends was standing on a path in the middle of the monastery, boasting to Ajahn Piak how little fear he had of staying in the jungle, when a king cobra gently slithered up behind him. It was as if the snake was there to test the young monk’s reactions. When Ajahn Piak kindly warned the monk that a king cobra was approaching him from behind, the monk thought it was a prank, and not heeding the warning, refused to turn around and check if there was really anything there. He was sure that it was just a trick by the teacher to test his equanimity and see how easily he became afraid. When the snake slithered right up close to his heels, the monk finally noticed it; and suddenly realising that there really was a deadly king cobra behind him, jumped up in the air screaming, much to the 
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				amusement of the onlookers. Afterwards, he was still allowed to participate in the trip to the jungle. Every time the story was retold, he received a good lesson on how to contemplate the feeling of hurt pride, which lasted longer and felt more painful than many types of ordinary physical pain.

				We arrived at the park rangers’ cabin, in the middle of the National Park, on the first day. The rangers offered us some drinks; and recounted to us some of the latest stories of encounters between humans and wild animals in the park. A few months before, a monk had been killed by an angry bull elephant. At another time, one of the park rangers had been hospitalised after he was attacked by a tiger that had been hanging around the cabins used by the park rangers and their families. The conversation set the tone for our retreat in the National Park. On the first night, having set up my umbrella tent in a spot far away from the other monks, I found that I could not sleep a wink all night because of my fear of meeting wild animals. 

				I chose to camp on a narrow ridge close to a stream where there were plenty of visible animal tracks. It seemed like a popular spot. The first night, I listened to the footsteps and sounds from different creatures, all night long, and as I was at least one kilometre away from the nearest monk, the awareness that there was no help nearby if anything happened, added to my anxiety. I stayed in that spot voluntarily and I could not blame anyone else for my own state of mind. I observed how my imagination created the fear and worry; and how the fear produced both physical and emotional reactions; and ultimately stemmed from my identification with my body as a self.

				Ajahn Piak came to visit me during the first evening, and told me that he had stayed in similar places before. He encouraged me to maintain mindfulness at all times. At about 11 o’clock 
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				that night, I was sitting meditation in the dark, and heard footsteps approaching me. I braced myself as tension arose in my body and my heart rate increased. The crunching sound of an animal’s footsteps on the dry leaves indicated that something was moving slowly towards me. I went over and over in my mind whether I should turn on my torch or not; and as the footsteps drew closer, I decided it would be best to shine my torch and check in case there was an animal threatening me. I brought up the mental state of loving kindness and reflected that if I had previously created any negative kamma that was to result in me being hurt by a wild animal at that time, I accepted it. I contemplated the situation and let go. 

				The torchlight revealed that the sound on the leaves was made by a rat jumping at intervals across the ground towards me; and it had successfully fooled me into thinking it was something bigger and more ominous. I was relieved to see the rat rubbing its eyes in the torchlight; and chuckled to myself at how easily my imagination had taken over my mind and brought up fear. I gained a good lesson in how my mind can conjure up fear and anxiety, out of a few sounds; and saw how, without continuous mindfulness and clear comprehension, the mental proliferation and anxiety based on craving and attachment can take over; and drowns the mind in fear. I could see I had created fear out of nothing, simply by endless thinking and worrying. In the end, the rat was probably more afraid of me than I was of it.

				The next day, we walked for alms, to the small group of timber cabins where the park rangers and their families lived. They recounted more stories about the dangers from previous encounters with elephants, tigers and bears. We were warned to be careful. After our simple meal in the forest, we had a meeting amongst ourselves because one monk had been boasting how, if a tiger approached him, he would defend himself by hitting 
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				it over the head, with his umbrella. Ajahn Piak wanted to help the monk clear up his wrong views that were prompting this unskilful thinking. He reminded us that we all depended on our faith in Buddha, Dhamma and Sangha while living out in the forest. We had to mindfully recollect and adhere to the monastic training rules, recite the verses of protection and spread thoughts of loving kindness, each day. When we finished our Dhamma discussion, we went back to that monk’s camp and found that a tiger had actually walked right around his sleeping mat, while we were away on alms round. We called the park ranger who measured the paw prints and estimated that the tiger was a full-grown adult and thus dangerous to humans. Ajahn Piak pointed out that the monk’s violent thoughts had appeared to attract a swift reaction from the sensitive tiger; and it had visited the monk's camp to assert its disapproval of his aggressive stance. It was a good teaching on the importance of being heedful of the Dhamma when in the jungle and how aggression can attract more aggression; and things can escalate.

				We spent the next week peacefully meditating, chanting, walking in the forest and spreading thoughts of loving kindness. One evening, as I was walking back to my camp in the twilight, I heard heavy footsteps approaching from the other side of a huge old growth tree. As I slowly walked around the tree to the far side, a large animal sprang away and bounded through the forest. In the fading light, I could not discern what kind of animal it was. I did not know if it was a tiger, a bear or a deer. But deers usually bark when you meet them, while tigers tend to be silent. My heart was pounding; and that continued for another 20 minutes, as I walked back to my camp, deep in the forest. On another night, a friend was walking back to his umbrella tent when he encountered a huge rock sitting in the middle of the trail that he had not noticed before. He was just wondering how he could miss such a large rock, when the supposed ‘rock’ began 
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				to move; and turned out to be an elephant who had buried her head in a clump of vegetation that she was eating. The monk retreated hastily and being cautious, spent the rest of the night at another monk’s campsite.

				Many of us encountered animals and snakes on that trip; and I found it a useful experience to observe how fear arises based on attachment to the body and a lack of mindfulness. When fear arises, the mind suffers as it creates images and stories leading to mental proliferation and agitation. One feels tension in the body, and suffers in the mind. When I established mindfulness, I could see that the emotion was my own suffering; and I was creating it and feeding it through my lack of awareness. By the time we reached the last day of our retreat in the jungle, I had begun to feel more confident in my meditation and ability to maintain mindfulness; and relative equanimity towards the conditions. 

				On the last night in the National Park, a thunderstorm came through and because we were travelling the next day, I decided to move to an abandoned shed nearer to the edge of the jungle, so that I could keep my things dry. I stayed under the open-sided shelter to protect myself from the rain. At about 10:00pm, a tiger walked close by me; and a few of us heard it growling and attacking another animal not far away. Afterwards, the jungle became quiet and still; and the night air turned cool. I went to sleep at about 11:00pm, but was woken a couple of hours later, by a strange and uncomfortable feeling. I became aware of a very dark energy nearby; and then noticed that all the night sounds of animals, frogs and insects had completely stopped. In the deathly silence of the forest, I heard the distinctive deep breathing and footsteps of a tiger walking back and forth next to me. I could hear its breathing; and caught its strong smell as it padded up and down, right next to me in the dark, for 
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				what seemed like a long time, but was probably no more than 5 minutes. I assumed the tiger was attracted by the smell of food scraps from the place where the monks washed their bowls, after the daily meal, which was near to where I had camped for the night. Strangely, it seemed like the tiger was walking meditation, back and forth, right next to me.

				I was completely motionless, partly out of fear, and also because I was not going to run anywhere. I sensed that the tiger itself had a powerful mind that seemed to invade the area around me; and I knew that it used its mental energy to paralyse its prey with fear. I assumed the tiger knew I was there, so I just waited and watched my breath and observed the natural signs of fear in my body such as the change in my breathing, the pounding of the heart and the increasing tension as adrenaline pumps out. I was determined not to give in to any unskilful mental proliferation, so I kept mindful of my in-and-out breath. I did not allow myself to think much at all, maintaining equanimity until the tiger eventually walked away. I did not sleep, for the rest of the night, and sat in meditation observing the desire to think and create a mental story about what had happened. In the end, I observed my own mental states arising and passing away, just like the tiger had arisen in the night, and then disappeared. The normal way of the conditioned world is that things arise and cease, all the time.

				The tiger had visited on the last night of our retreat. It seemed almost like an end-of-retreat exam. I did not lose my mindfulness or do anything foolish when the tiger was around; but at the same time, I saw how easily, fear takes over the mind; and manifests both physically and mentally. It can paralyse you. I saw that I still had work to do in my meditation to improve my level of awareness, but the experience of staying in the jungle gave me much needed clarity; and a sense of purpose to develop both the strength of mindfulness and insight further. 
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				First Time Practising At Wat Marp Jan

				After leaving the National Park, I received permission from Ajahn Piak to follow Ajahn Anan back to his monastery, in Rayong province. I had already visited his monastery during the Kaṭhina season, so I was familiar with how undeveloped it was. The road into the monastery was just a muddy track, easily destroyed when there was heavy rain. There was still no electricity or piped water, in the monastery; and no vehicle available to get in or out of the secluded valley. On a normal day, there were no visitors; and the monks received a small but adequate amount of food, from their daily alms round. The jungle was beautiful and peaceful; and the continuous mountain breeze helped offset the fierce humidity. Ajahn Anan was kind and welcoming. He put me in the second best kuti in the monastery, which was next to his. On the second night, a couple of king cobras came near to the kuti and made strange loud hissing noises as they called to each other. It made for an eerie introduction to the jungle.

				There were only eight monks living at Wat Marp Jan at that time. Ajahn Somchai was the second monk and Ajahn Dtun the third monk. It was inspiring that everyone spent a lot of time sitting and walking meditation. When they did have conversations, it was often about meditation or the monastic training rules and practices. At that time, Ajahn Anan had been a monk for fourteen years and I had been a monk for four rains. 

				Every morning, the first monks to arise went out to the small wooden hall to begin meditation at 2:00am. The last person to arrive for the morning meditation session was at the hall by 3:00am. We meditated through until dawn and then went on alms round. Some of the routes we walked, through the farms and orchards, were up to ten kilometres long and the round trip took 2 hours to walk. We walked along dusty tracks, through 
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				the orchards, often getting threatened by fierce guard dogs; and the walking made us hot, sweaty and exhausted by the time we returned to the monastery. 

				While we waited for the meal to be offered in the eating hall, we meditated. Ajahn Anan led the meditation before the meal, sometimes for half an hour and sometimes he meditated silently for an hour or even an hour and a half before he rang the bell. We had walked out on alms round and then meditated on an empty stomach. This routine was a good way to improve our patient endurance; and taught me how to establish mindfulness when the body felt its weakest. In the evening, we meditated together from 7:00pm until 10:00pm; and on the Observance Days, we meditated together all night.

				It was quite helpful living with a small but dedicated Sangha of monks who put forth effort in their meditation; and followed the monastic training rules with sincerity. One gains energy and extra mindfulness from the group, when they are willing to give up their views and conceit to follow the monastic discipline; and train in mindfulness in all activities. The monks valued the training and were willing to set aside concerns about personal comfort, food, sleep and socialising; and they were willing to expend effort and energy in the pursuit of the higher goals of the training. 

				Ajahn Anan gave his time to lead the Sangha and answer questions about all aspects of the practice. Generally, he gave the monks lots of encouragement. Everyone remembers how disciplined he was in his own practice; and the thorough way he trained the monks in those days. He was very careful how much time he spent speaking to lay people, particularly lay women, and was frugal in his use of the requisites. He did not let the monks indulge in unnecessary activities such as reading 
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				newspapers or visiting the homes of lay people. He rarely gave permission for monks to visit their family home unless there was a good reason; and he discouraged them from asking for any expensive requisites from their relatives.

				Many of the monks suffered from malaria or had previously contracted it. I was fortunate that in all the years I stayed at Wat Marp Jan I never caught malaria, even though I was regularly bitten by mosquitoes. On one occasion, one of the monks was so weak from malaria that when he returned from alms round and sat down to prepare his bowl for the meal, he simply passed out and toppled over onto the floor. I remember him saying that, at the moment he lost consciousness, his mind quite naturally focused directly on its meditation object and become calm and tranquil as it entered a state of samādhi. He felt that the state of samādhi protected him from the most extreme symptoms of the malaria while he was unconscious. It was a good example of how regular meditation practice quite naturally supports and even protects you at a time of extreme emotional and physical stress.
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				“

				It is not your mind that is suffering;

				it is the defilements that are agitated.

				Be patient.

				Luang Por Chah

				“

				You should all take an interest in the various duties,

				such as those towards the the preceptor or teacher.

				These duties bind us together

				and create a sense of community and harmony.

				They enable us to show our respect in a way

				that’s been considered auspicious

				since the time of the Buddha.

				Luang Por Chah
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				Helping My Teacher.

				Helping The Sangha.

				Helping Myself.

				Supporting Foreign Monastics

				In June 1989, I received a letter from Ajahn Pasanno requesting that I return to Ubon, and assist him at Wat Pah Nanachat. I travelled back to prepare for my fifth rains retreat as a monk, and as there was still enough time, I spent a month attending to Luang Por Chah. By that time, I knew many of the monks who looked after Luang Por Chah regularly; and I could work well with them. I had more confidence and understanding in the way I developed my meditation; and maintained mindfulness in daily life. I also had better knowledge of the Thai language to help me with my duties.

				On returning to Wat Pah Nanachat, Ajahn Pasanno asked me to be the monastery secretary; and look after the visa applications for the growing number of foreign monastics. In those days, none of the administration was computerised and processing visa applications involved a lot more time and effort, than it does now. Everything had to be written by hand, in two languages; and I had to keep my memory sharp not to lose track of the 
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				dates and details of each monk’s application. The job was time-consuming as each application required me to travel around the district; and gather signatures from the senior Thai monks in the administration. It was frustrating because some of the foreign monks could be difficult to work with. Some monks completely ignored their obligations to fill out their visa application form altogether. Sometimes, I was asked to write stern letters to foreign monks who were staying out in faraway places; and remind them of their responsibilities to complete and sign their application forms; and get their passport stamped. Being a junior monk, I did not have to admonish anyone myself, but I witnessed some tough conversations between the senior monks at Wat Pah Nanachat, and other Sangha members who were not always fully aware of the impact of their actions. Sometimes, when a monk failed to cooperate in a timely and efficient manner, it placed a burden on the monastic and lay community; and I had to help Ajahn Pasanno clean up the administrative mess. Whether I was caring for Luang Por Chah or supporting the community at Wat Pah Nanachat, I continued to cultivate the four meditation themes of goodwill, compassion, sympathetic joy and equanimity, on a daily basis.

				Entering my fifth rains retreat as a monk, I understood better how to preserve mindfulness and contemplate the Dhamma, in different situations; and was feeling settled in my practice for several reasons. I had received many teachings and wise words of advice, from both Ajahn Piak and Ajahn Anan, which I used to guide my daily practice. I understood better how to employ the monastic training rules to support the cultivation of mindfulness and restraint, in my day-to-day life as a monk. In particular, I had become more used to practising mindfulness of breathing in all postures; and reflecting on the uncertain nature of physical and mental phenomena. I knew that there 
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				would always be unpredictable situations arising in my life, but, as Luang Por Chah had taught, I constantly reflected that everything is uncertain. I was practising with more sustained mindfulness, than previously; and in combination with a better understanding of how to develop insight into the Four Noble Truths. In short, I was recognising the origins of stress and suffering in my mind; and putting down the mental defilements a little bit better than before.

				Contemplation Of Bones

				I continued to develop the meditation and contemplation of the unattractiveness of the body, each day. I was no expert in this meditation, and found it challenging; but I kept doing it because from time to time, I found the meditation on the unattractiveness of the body did lead to deeper states of equanimity, than I had experienced before. The practice also supported clearer insight for me; and I noticed my perceptions about my body and seeing the body of others as attractive were slowly changing. Occasionally, I observed my awareness experienced some separation between mind and body. I was comfortable with viewing my own body or that of others, as a corpse in various states of decay; or analysing the body and breaking it down into the component thirty-two parts and also the four elements. Sometimes, such insight arose spontaneously as a result of previous efforts directed to this practice.

				When I was living with Ajahn Piak, I focused my meditation, particularly on the contemplation of the bones of the human skeleton. I continued to do this back in Wat Pah Nanachat. Each branch monastery has a human skeleton hanging up in the meditation hall, as a resource for contemplation; and I took to heart Luang Por Chah’s exhortation to contemplate the bones to the point where you can see your friends as 
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				walking skeletons. Whenever my mind was calm and peaceful, I contemplated the bones in my body, particularly the skull. Sometimes a clear image of the skull arose spontaneously and at that time, I experienced strong detachment and equanimity. I contemplated the skull to see it as the earth element and as empty of self. Every time I did this, I was eroding away a little bit of attachment to self-view. Occasionally, the meditation gave rise to a deep sense of dispassion. I felt that this way of training was correct for subduing and eradicating mental defilements. The contemplation of the unattractiveness of the body also had a useful role to prevent the practice of mettā meditation turning into lustful attachment for female practitioners.

				The monastic routine I followed at Wat Pah Nanachat was much the same as in earlier years, and I offered my linguistic skills to help the community in administration and translation. This meant that I had more work to do than in earlier years. I continued to translate Luang Por Chah’s talks into English, which always brought me joy and supported my personal reflection and insight into the Four Noble Truths. As I went about my business as a monk in both Wat Pah Nanachat and Wat Nong Pah Pong, I experienced plenty of passing mental defilements arising; and I observed that if I clung to any of them, I suffered. I reminded myself to be vigilant. I did my best to keep my own suffering to myself; rather than let my internal mood affect my relations with others; or spill out into my speech and actions. I investigated the causes of any unwholesome mind states to adjust my view; and observed their transient and non-self nature. I relied on the quality of patient endurance constantly whenever I experienced physical and mental suffering; and aimed to keep my mind cool and calm all the time. If I lost my calm and equanimity, my aim was to get back to it, as soon as possible. 
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				I regularly cultivated goodwill in my meditation and actions, which meant that I rarely indulged in anger or entertained negative thoughts towards myself or others. I grounded myself in the daily cultivation of kindness and compassion, for myself, the resident community, all the lay visitors and even the forest creatures. At one point, Ajahn Pasanno travelled away from the monastery, and left me in charge with another visiting senior monk. One day, a huge parcel arrived, addressed to one of the novices. In those days, the monastery rule was that all letters and parcels were first opened and checked by the senior monks, before being passed on to the recipient. The parcel was damp, smelling strongly and full of ants, so I opened it with another monk and found it contained a huge amount of cheese, chocolate and some food items. The recipient was a novice who is allowed to handle food, unlike a monk. So I had the parcel sent to his kuti without removing anything. The novice had been fasting for several weeks, while the Abbot was away; and seemed to be struggling with his extreme moods; and negative emotions which were stirred up by the long period without food. Not long after the parcel was sent to him, he came running through the forest shouting and waving his fists. He was upset that his parcel had been opened. I was carrying a bench together with a layman in the monastery forecourt; and the novice ran straight at us shouting with his fists clenched. The layman saw the novice and dropping the bench behind me, ran away in another direction, because he feared that we were about to be physically attacked. I focused my mind on the object of mettā as Ajahn Piak had taught me, calmed myself and then spread goodwill to the novice. As I did this, he stopped running and shouting, looked at me in frustration, turned around and then stomped off back into the forest. Later that day, he came and found me; and apologised profusely for his aggressive conduct. It seemed to be a victory for the cultivation of goodwill.
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				Teachings From Luang Por Chah 

				I took whatever opportunities I could to spend time with Luang Por Chah. As I was more senior now, I was often put in charge of the small group of monks who attended on him. I preferred to enter the night shift if I could, as I found the cool and peaceful atmosphere conducive to quiet practice and reflection. When I was with Luang Por Chah, I noticed that he kept his eyes open at night and usually did not sleep until 4:00am or even 5:00am. When there were no tasks to perform, I sat meditating next to him for long periods. He slept just before dawn and into the morning; and rested on and off throughout the day. We always had to remain vigilant with him, at any time of day or night, because of the risk that he might experience a coughing fit or some other small emergency, so there was good incentive not to be distracted or lazy.

				When I stayed at Wat Nong Pah Pong, I also assisted Luang Por Liem, in whatever small ways I could; as he was not only caring for Luang Por Chah, but building and preparing the monastery for the inevitable moment when Luang Por Chah died and a funeral would be organised. After finishing the night shift, I walked back to my kuti in the forest, by about 10:00am each morning. Before resting, I often helped with whatever work project Luang Por Liem was engaged with. Sometimes, he was leading the monks and villagers in pouring concrete to make roads, water tanks or public toilets for the monastery. Once in a while, he asked me to translate for him if he had some foreign monks or lay devotees visiting. There were times, I did not get back to my kuti to rest before 2:00pm or 3:00pm in the afternoon. Luang Por Liem himself set the example to the community; and took as little rest time as he could get by with. I once asked him how he survived with the heavy workload, and pressure of responsibility involved in looking after Luang Por Chah; and running the monastery. His response was that as long as he had one hour for himself in every 24-hour cycle, he could manage. 
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				Whether they were supporting work projects, running the monastery, teaching or meditating, all the monks were energised by their love and respect for Luang Por Chah. When Ajahn Anan heard how often we struggled with power outages at Wat Nong Pah Pong, he arranged for a truck to make the 12-hour drive to Ubon; and donated the electrical generator from Wat Marp Jan. We needed power to run the medical equipment for Luang Por Chah’s safety, as he sometimes required oxygen; and after he had a tracheostomy, he relied on a suction machine to remove phlegm from his throat. One afternoon, during a thunderstorm, the mains power cut out and the generator failed, so I did not hesitate to run the four hundred metres to where Luang Por Liem was working to inform him of the problem. It was one of the few times I have ever actually ran as a monk. As soon as Luang Por Liem heard that we had no power supply, he knew there was a danger for Luang Por Chah; and not waiting for me, jumped through the window of the hall and commandeered a pickup truck parked next door. The driver sped off to Luang Por Chah’s kuti so that Luang Por Liem could quickly fix the generator, while I trotted along behind, soaking wet. 

				I found that quite naturally, I increased my efforts in maintaining mindfulness on the breath when I was with Luang Por Chah; and as a result, I experienced more rapture and deeper states of calm than usual. The positive mental energy, rapture and improved mindfulness helped to cushion the feelings of fatigue that I inevitably experienced, when going without sleep. Like so many other monks around me, I learned to endure the painful feelings of the body; and just keep going when necessary. Occasionally, when caring for Luang Por Chah, I found my mind to be so bright and energetic that even when I lay down to rest after a night without sleep, I did not actually sleep. I simply rested the body for a few hours. As I was still young, I was not too concerned about my health; and I was willing to sacrifice 
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				my physical energy to follow the Buddha’s way of training; and to serve Luang Por Chah. I could see the progress I was making in understanding the Dhamma; and letting go of the mental defilements that cause us suffering. I had less problems with my digestion or dysentery after the time I had spent in central Thailand. I saw that it was my chance to really put forth effort in my personal practice, as well as to assist Luang Por Chah and the Sangha.

				When I was in charge of the group of monks looking after Luang Por Chah, I had to take responsibility for his care, and also ensure the harmony of the monks who worked as a team. I met with the daily visitors, communicated with the doctors and nurses, and kept up my own meditation practice. I found that most of the time my mind remained bright; and with few 

				mental hindrances arising. I had to feed Luang Por Chah,

				provide him with medication, bathe and dress him and so on. 

				I was physically larger than most of the monks, so when we

				weighed him, I picked him up and stood on the weighing scales, holding him to find out if he was losing weight. When he

				needed a bath or use the toilet, I carried him to the bathroom. Sometimes I even caught his excrement in my hand if we did not reach the toilet in time. I never felt aversion for such tasks, and considered it to be my good fortune to help a fully Awakened disciple of the Buddha.

				 

				On one occasion, towards the end of his life, the doctor fitted a catheter into Luang Por Chah’s bladder and the procedure was clearly causing him extreme pain and discomfort. 

				I observed Luang Por Chah heave with the pain; and I made a determination to give whatever mental and physical energy 

				I had left, as an offering to him to help reduce his pain.

				Surprisingly, over the next few minutes, all my physical energy 
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				seemed to drain away to the point where I could no longer stand. I needed to move outside the room and sit down on the ground. It took me the rest of the day to recover my energy.

				Time progressed and I had to be increasingly patient as I sifted through the multitude of views and opinions expressed by fellow monks; and laity about the best way to care for Luang Por Chah. Increasing numbers of monks and lay people expressed opinions on the way the caregiver monks should be doing their job; and what medical techniques and medicines were best for Luang Por Chah. I learnt how to take direct and indirect criticism. I observed other senior monks receive criticism, some of which was unjustified. I also had to contemplate the dangers of becoming lost in the words of praise and positive attention which people gave to us, because we were Luang Por Chah’s attendants. My mindfulness and equanimity were regularly tested, as I learnt to deal with different obstacles that stimulated craving, in reaction to both pleasant and unpleasant conditions. 

				My wisdom faculty was constantly being sharpened. I learnt not to make a personal problem out of each issue that arose. Sometimes, I had to navigate criticism of myself, other times, I had to listen to criticism of Luang Por Liem. On many occasions, monks in the room with Luang Por Chah, became too heated in expressing their opinions or disagreeing amongst themselves. Luang Por Chah would cough violently or hiccup, in a timely manner, to interrupt the disagreement; and in a very natural way, to make the monks stop talking, and attend to him. No one could say that when Luang Por Chah coughed or hiccupped, at a time when monks were being unmindful; whether it was just coincidence or done by him deliberately, but many monks noticed how often it happened; and on each occasion, it seemed to be perfectly-timed.
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				The healthcare professionals and monastics, who knew Luang Por Chah and looked after him, were amazed at how he managed to keep himself going. He relied on the practical care given to him, but even more so, he relied on his own liberated mind, incredible physical and mental endurance. His perfection of the factors of the Noble Path and constant insight into the non-self nature of phenomena, provided his mind with a dwelling place of equanimity and detachment. When Luang Por Puth Thaniyo visited Luang Por Chah, he meditated in the room with him and, as other senior monks had observed, he confirmed that Luang Por Chah dwelt in a state of emptiness and his mind was detached from his body much of the time. He described how Luang Por Chah could separate his mind from his body, when he was resting, but when he was engaged in physical activity, his mind was present in his body and had to endure all the painful feelings. Luang Por Puth explained how Luang Por Chah survived so many years of severe illness using his mastery of deep states of samādhi; and the seclusion of his mind from the mental defilements. The pure energy of his samādhi refreshed and rejuvenated his body whenever the state of his health deteriorated; until in the end, the body was too weak and too sick to rejuvenate any more. He said that Luang Por Chah’s mind was as radiant and blissful as ever; and his mindfulness and insight into the non-self nature of body and mental aggregates was unaffected by the degeneration of his physical health. Luang Por Chah remained equanimous and dispassionate, throughout the ten years of his illness.

				It was inspiring to hear Luang Por Puth’s explanation of how Luang Por Chah used his samādhi, wisdom and endurance to deal with the challenge of his illness. These qualities were so well-developed that he appeared to use them to extend his life; and remain a living inspiration for the Buddhist community, far beyond the most generous predictions of the medical 
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				professionals. Without the mental defilements of greed, hatred and delusion conditioning his mind, Luang Por Chah managed to cope with extreme physical pain, weakness and severe symptoms that the doctors assumed would finish most people off. Luang Por Puth’s explanation of how Luang Por Chah was practising during the period of his illness, was echoed by other teachers; and helped correct the view held by some people that Luang Por Chah was in a vegetative state with no awareness and no control at all.

				Luang Por Chah's Health Takes A Downturn

				After Luang Por Chah’s tracheostomy, we began feeding him liquids through a feeding tube inserted through his nose down into his stomach. The elder monks of the Sangha met regularly to discuss his care; and they decided that the nasogastric feeding tube should not be left in his nasal cavity all the time, as is normally the case for most patients in hospital. The decision meant that several times a day, the attendant monks had to offer the nasogastric tube to Luang Por Chah through his nose and then withdraw it after his liquid meal was finished. Before a monk was allowed to offer the tube to Luang Por Chah, he had to show Luang Por Liem that he knew the correct method how to insert an example tube, through his own nose and down into his stomach. I practised inserting the tube through my own nose until I felt adept enough to insert it for Luang Por Chah, without hurting him; but first I had to walk out of the nursing kuti with the tube inserted through my nose and find Luang Por Liem to prove to him that I knew the correct method. It turned out that the day I went looking for him, he was working far away in another part of the monastery. By the time I located him, to show him first hand that I could insert the feeding tube into my own nose, I had walked around the monastery for over half an hour, with a nasogastric feeding tube inserted into my nose, much 
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				to the surprise of those who saw me. The challenges around feeding Luang Por Chah moved from helping him to swallow the food himself, to the challenge of inserting and withdrawing the feeding tube several times a day without hurting him. If a monk ran into trouble doing this, tears would form in Luang Por Chah’s eyes; and the former could become paralysed for fear of hurting his teacher and making bad kamma.

				A Radiant Light

				During the night before Luang Por Chah’s birthday in June 1990, I was attending on him when there was an unusual occurrence at his kuti. It was the Observance Day. The Sangha and laity had gathered together to meditate, and listen to teachings, through the night in the main hall. Around midnight, I was with another monk inside the kuti with Luang Por Chah; and the monk requested to sit meditation next to Luang Por Chah. I took the opportunity to do some walking 